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1

The United States government has never waged a war on drugs. On the 
contrary, drugs in general—and so-called “narcotic” drugs such as 
cocaine in particular—constitute part of a powerful arsenal that the 
government fl exibly deploys to wage war and to demonstrate its capac-
ity to bring health, peace, and economic prosperity. Drugs historically 
have not been targets but rather tools; the ability to supply, withhold, 
stockpile, and police drugs, and to infl uence the public conversation 
about drugs, has been central to projections of US imperial power since 
the middle of the twentieth century.

This book explores the relationship between drugs and war from 
World War II through the early Cold War and, in particular, how polic-
ing and profi ting from their intersection has propelled the consolidation 
of US economic and political power on a global scale. It is an historical 
account of the international geography and regulatory sinews attached 
to one group of commodities that was foundational to international 
drug control: coca leaves and the various substances and consumer 
products derived from them. Throughout the time period of this study—
the 1940s through the early 1960s—and still to the present day, those 
commodities included pharmaceutical-grade cocaine and the beverage 
Coca-Cola. The story reveals the importance of the pharmaceutical 
industry and drug control to US national power by examining the 
implementation of regulatory controls, cultural narratives, and eco-
nomic hierarchies that accompanied the delineation of legal and illegal 

 Introduction
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participation within the coca commodities marketplace. This history 
provides an important perspective on the origins of ongoing global and 
domestic economic hierarchies that infl uence the access of people and 
communities to vital medicines. It also illuminates the profound limita-
tions and biases that currently shape national and international drug 
control policy and debate.

The “war on drugs” has inspired public and political debate for dec-
ades. Its origins are commonly attributed to the administration of Pres-
ident Richard Nixon, who in a special message to Congress in 1969 
warned the American public that drugs were a “growing menace to the 
general welfare.” By 1971, drug abuse was “public enemy number one” 
and Nixon called upon the country to “wage an all-out offensive against 
that deadly enemy.”1 This was not the beginning of the purported war 
on drugs, but rather the culmination of transformations over the previ-
ous three decades that had established the material and symbolic foun-
dations for this assault. This book argues that to understand the mod-
ern war on drugs, one must examine an often overlooked but critical 
period for the emergence of a US-led international drug control regime: 
World War II and the early Cold War. Scholars have demonstrated that 
Nixon’s drug war dovetailed with a 1970s backlash against the civil 
rights movement that witnessed the rise in prominence of “law and 
order”–based political campaigns, as well as the public’s overreaction to 
accounts of drug use among soldiers in Vietnam; yet it relied on institu-
tions, beliefs, and regulatory principles established much earlier.2

Historians who have studied US national and international drug con-
trol initiatives have shown that concerted efforts to police the fl ow of 
drug commodities began earlier than is frequently recognized. Such ini-
tiatives date back at least to the beginning of the twentieth century, 
when US reformers joined with British offi cials in an attempt to regulate 
the opium trade.3 Since the 1914 passage of the national Harrison Nar-
cotics Act, drug control became an integral aspect of federal govern-
ment power. But even scholars who have studied this longer history of 
drug control initiatives tend to emphasize, as is evident in the pioneering 
work of David F. Musto, that “the current drug problem arose in the 
mid-1960s.”4 Moreover, World War II is largely addressed as an inter-
ruption rather than as a critical formative moment when drug control 
was refashioned in the midst of the unprecedented consolidation of US 
superpower.5 In contrast this study suggests the 1940s through the 
1960s marked a watershed moment for the reworking of an interna-
tional system of drug control. The “drug problem” was not a sociologi-
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cal or scientifi c fact, but rather an historical construction rooted in 
beliefs and practices that changed over time and in context. Fundamen-
tal to this process was US policy during World War II and the early Cold 
War, which dramatically solidifi ed the contours of a national and inter-
national drug control regime structured according to the geopolitical 
and strategic interests of the US state and private capital. The US gov-
ernment and the US pharmaceutical industry were the driving force 
behind the establishment of international drug control during this time 
period, culminating in the creation of the United Nations’ Single Con-
vention on Narcotic Drugs in 1961. Locating the origins of late twenti-
eth-century drug control in this mid-century moment sheds light on the 
interconnection between the growth of domestic and international 
policing apparatuses on the one hand and the historic rise of US eco-
nomic hegemony on the other.

This study aims to change the way we conceive of the “drug prob-
lem.” Our popular understanding of the “war on drugs” is derived from 
the selectivity of our focus. Contemporary debate over whether exces-
sive and dangerous drug consumption should be approached as an issue 
of criminal justice or medical disease obscures the fact that drug control 
for the fi rst fi ve decades of its implementation in the United States was 
pursued under the authority of the Department of the Treasury’s Fed-
eral Bureau of Narcotics (FBN). Drug control was institutionalized 
through market regulations to secure adequate supplies of drugs while 
limiting and delineating the legal boundaries of their circulation. The 
domestic 1914 Harrison Narcotics Act and both major international 
drug conventions that encompass the scope of this project, the 1931 
Convention for the Limiting the Manufacture and Regulating the Dis-
tribution of Narcotic Drugs and the 1961 Single Convention on Nar-
cotic Drugs, used market controls and monitoring as enforcement meas-
ures. They selectively authorized participation in cultivating, 
manufacturing, and distributing drugs that effectively advanced US geo-
political and economic dominance. While genuine concerns over public 
health and social well-being have inspired some to embrace the “war on 
drugs,” drug control has also always been about economic power.

From World War II through the early 1960s the process of consoli-
dating US infl uence over the international fl ow of select drug commodi-
ties, and the systems of domestic policing that emerged in concert, 
established foundational principles, relationships, institutional struc-
tures, and an ideological framing of the “drug problem,” which together 
continue to shape the implementation and discussions of drug policy to 
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the present day. To understand subsequent policies it is key to contem-
plate the silences and limits of acceptable debate at the moment when 
the United States emerged as an unparalleled global superpower and led 
a campaign to extend the reach of a drug control regime. For it was in 
the 1940s and 1950s that the United States independently, and by means 
of FBN Commissioner Harry J. Anslinger’s powerful position on the 
UN Commission on Narcotics Drugs (CND), worked to defi ne the 
parameters of legal—and hence illegal—drug traffi cking as a central 
component of strengthening national political power and extending its 
global economic reach. In the process drugs and drug control assumed 
a privileged place in the structures of policing and profi t making that 
animated US capital’s expansion and shaped the terms of debate for 
decades to come.

• • •

In April 1949, “The White Goddess” provocatively headlined the 
“Hemisphere” page of Time magazine. This exposé on the cocaine trade 
described international police coordination between agents of the US 
Federal Bureau of Narcotics and Peruvian offi cials that culminated in 
the dramatic bust of a smuggling ring stretching from Peru, through 
Cuba, to the United States. Readers were informed “that the US was 
swamped with the biggest infl ux of cocaine in 20 years” and that the 
source “was unquestionably Peru.” The article identifi ed Peruvians as 
“the No. 1 producers of crude cocaine, and also among its foremost 
users.” Cuba, on the other hand, a stopover point on the illicit drug 
trade, reappears in a second feature directly beneath the fi rst. One’s eye 
is drawn to a picture of smiling women (a visual counterpoint to the 
fi rst article’s seductive title) “cheerfully” lining up like “eager beavers” 
behind a young girl receiving a drug vaccination after the “scary discov-
ery” of a different kind of infl ux: “the fi rst case of smallpox in 20 years.” 
The US Navy had hastily fl own in the inoculations to prevent an epi-
demic, and to “atone for the recent unpleasantness when three tipsy US 
sailors befouled the statue of Cuban Hero José Martí.”6

The parallel narrative conventions in these stories mirror the pro-
found interconnectedness of drugs, economic power, and diplomacy on 
the one hand, and the extension of US power in the hemisphere during 
and after World War II on the other. These news reports in 1949 already 
did not question the parameters of legality as enforced through the col-
laborative efforts of the FBN, the US military, national police, and pub-
lic health offi cials. The illicit drug trade in “cocaine”—represented as 
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the “white goddess,” a seductive and dangerous temptress—is invoked 
to justify US policing powers: a spectacle of drug raids, detectives, 
undercover agents, and cooperative local offi cials. Meanwhile, the licit 
drug economy—“smallpox inoculations”—provided the soothing anti-
dote for an actual US military presence in an effort to avoid infl aming 
resentment toward Yankee imperialism (nationalist Martí had been one 
of its most famous critics).

Implicit in Time’s coverage was the contrasting valorization of Amer-
ican-supplied medicines (in this case smallpox vaccinations) and the easy 
demonization of cocaine and the alleged Peruvian consumers whose 
indulgence in the “vice [was] out in the open.” This does not negate the 
public health benefi ts of vaccination campaigns, but it does reveal the 
way US access to drugs and its capacity to deploy them as diplomatic 
carrots (and withhold them to carry a big stick) was the result of the 
historical emergence at that time of a particular international drug con-
trol regime. The depiction of women and children happily lining up in 
Havana for vaccinations glossed over the element of coercion: some 
two weeks earlier, when a Cuban traveler returned from Mexico with 
smallpox, the government made vaccination mandatory and the Cuban 
minister of health, Dr. Alberto Oteiza, warned “that any person not 

 figure 1. Nurse vaccinating women and children for smallpox, Havana, 1949 
(reproduced on the “Hemisphere” page of Time, April 1949) [© Bettmann/CORBIS].
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submitting to vaccination for smallpox would be tried by the courts 
under the penal code.”7 Oteiza then reportedly “urgently” appealed to 
the United States for additional supplies of the vaccine.8 US power dis-
torted the market and shaped government pronouncements and public 
perception about drugs and efforts to police them. The elision of state 
compulsion in US media accounts of the Cuban vaccination campaign 
complemented the misleading focus on policing and cocaine in the 
Andes. Cocaine was not in fact widely consumed in Peru, although the 
coca leaves that grew on the semitropical slopes of the Andes Mountains 
provided the raw material for manufacturing cocaine and had been con-
sumed in their natural state in the region for millennia. Unmentioned 
was the fact that the major consumer (and manufacturing) market for 
both legal and illegal cocaine at that time was the United States. These 
accounts collapsed the distinction between coca leaves and cocaine and 
privileged manufacturing nations’ relationship to and beliefs about coca 
commodities. Drug control was becoming a potent vehicle for institu-
tionalizing an economic order that privileged US pharmaceutical compa-
nies’ drug production—and by extension, US national power.

The ideological distinction between the licit and illicit drug econo-
mies was cemented during the next decade within the structures of an 
international drug control regime fashioned through the global reorder-
ing of political and economic forces of the early Cold War. The third 
article gracing Time’s “Hemisphere” page conveyed this context; the 
Canadian Parliament voted overwhelming to approve the North Atlan-
tic Treaty to create a “bulwark against Communism.” The mutual 
defense pact, which helped solidify the military fault lines of Cold War 
rivalries, went into effect later that year. While in 1949 the FBN wel-
comed Cuban collaboration in the regional policing of the narcotics 
trade, only a decade later, following the Cuban Revolution, political 
tensions between the United States and Cuba transformed drug control 
discourse and policies. After the revolution Cuba joined China as a 
favorite target of accusations (inaccurate yet symbolically powerful) by 
US offi cials—that each was a Communist dope smuggling nation. By 
1959 the tactics, policies, and symbolic politics surrounding drug con-
trol had become fi rmly entrenched as pillars of US power. Exercising 
power over the drug market had evolved into a material weapon for 
waging war—an essential resource in what might be termed a US 
“chemical Cold War.”

Economic and political interests have historically exerted a com-
manding infl uence with regard to establishing the dividing line between 
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legal and illegal, and in this case quite literally created the legal and 
illegal drug markets. Yet, in the scholarship on the history of pharma-
ceuticals and drug traffi cking, legal and illegal drug markets are rarely 
considered to be part of one cohesive economic and political system. 
This book examines the historical evolution of this interconnection. 
This approach provides an alternative perspective from standard histo-
ries and popular debates about drug control that tend to focus on the 
illicit market. National governments, police offi cials, scientists, and 
business executives all hoped to embrace the productive power of 
drugs—and drug control—to consolidate their political authority and 
secure their interests within an increasingly integrated global political 
economy. They sought to monopolize the licit. The drug control regime 
that emerged in the 1940s and 1950s was just that—a system of con-
trols, not actual prohibition. Cocaine and other controlled substances 
straddled the licit–illicit divide, their legal status being dependent on 
their circulation within the marketplace and on who grew, manufac-
tured, sold, and consumed them. This account illustrates the ongoing 
existence of both legal and illegal coca markets and presents the issue of 
legality as a political and historical construction rather than a neutral, 
descriptive category.

There has been a new wave of scholarship attentive to the history of 
the legal drug industry, with critical studies of cocaine leading the 
charge. Paul Gootenberg’s important 1999 edited collection, Cocaine: 
Global Histories, and his more recent Andean Cocaine: The Making of 
a Global Drug, Joseph F. Spillane’s Cocaine: From Medical Marvel to 
Modern Menace in the United States, 1884–1920, along with Michael 
M. Cohen’s work on Jim Crow, Coca-Cola, and cocaine prohibition, all 
recount the role played by modern pharmaceutical science and Euro-
pean and US-based commercial industries in producing an international 
market for coca leaves (to be used in the manufacturing of tonic bever-
ages and medicinal cocaine).9 They provide valuable evidence of the 
pharmaceutical industry’s infl uence on defi ning the parameters of a 
drug control regime, both through direct collaborations with govern-
ment offi cials and indirectly through the production and marketing of 
products, such as cocaine, which in turn ultimately became entangled 
with cultural panics that backed calls for prohibitions. In all of these 
accounts the history of cocaine tends to be narrated from its early pop-
ular legality to its emergence as an illegal commodity. This book draws 
upon this research but attempts to overcome the persistent absence of 
investigation into the ongoing tension around designations of legality. 
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In fact to this day, while the United States spends billions of dollars 
attacking “illegal” cocaine, the country remains both the largest 
importer of coca leaves in the world and the largest stockpiler of “legal” 
cocaine.10

This study is attentive to insights gained from historians working on 
drug control and culture who have shown the force of cultural prejudice 
in historically determining which drugs are targeted for control or pro-
hibition. A wide range of drug history scholars including Wayne Mor-
gan, David F. Musto, David T. Courtwright, Doris Marie Provine, and 
Curtiz Marez have pointed out the central role of race and racism in the 
evolution of cultural attitudes, laws, and the emergence of a carceral 
state.11 David L. Herzberg encourages us to recognize the “constructed 
division between licit and illicit drugs” in his study of feminists’ cultural 
demonization of valium in the 1970s, a drug he sees as a “boundary 
case” that exposes “the historical and cultural connections between 
medicine-cabinet and ‘street’ drug cultures.”12 Charles O. Jackson 
describes the relationship between law, medicinal abuse, and popular 
culture, pointing out that drug panics historically have been “fashioned 
by fear and nurtured by atypical horror stories.”13 Lee V. Cassanelli use-
fully explores the status of a “quasi-legal commodity,” focusing on the 
changing patterns of production, consumption, and political symbolism 
in relation to the qat economy of northeast Africa in the last half cen-
tury. He points out how the perceived political threat among a subcul-
ture of qat consumers was “construed by outsiders to be anti-social in a 
larger sense” and drove government drug crackdowns.14

The importance of culture in shaping drug crackdowns must also be 
studied in light of the evolving system of cultural values, economic pri-
orities, and political hierarchies that fueled the growth of US capitalist 
power. As cultural critic Curtis Marez observes, “Historically, drug traf-
fi c has fueled imperial expansion and global capitalism,” and as such the 
politics of legality was fi rmly mediated through ideologies of the mar-
ket.15 Taking this insight to heart, this study considers legal pharmaceu-
tical markets as forms of drug traffi cking legitimized through the his-
torical emergence of selective policing of participation in the drug trade. 
The consolidation of an international drug control regime happened 
alongside the development of US capitalist power. By tracking participa-
tion and control over the fl ow of drug commodities (and the social and 
political narratives that accompanied them), this book grounds the his-
tory of the rise of US imperialism within the international sphere from 
which it sought raw materials, consumer markets, and political and eco-
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nomic collaborators. From World War II through the early 1960s, the 
strategic deployment of science, medicine, and technology on behalf of 
US economic and political expansion ensured that drugs emerged as 
critical weapons for both the waging of war and the encouragement of 
particular models of economic development prioritized by US policy-
makers for maintaining peace. A drive to promote mass consumption of 
US-manufactured goods, including drugs, became one basis for securing 
international dominance, and it depended on a parallel effort to desig-
nate and police mass addiction. Certain habits and certain people—sol-
diers, the poor, ethnic and racial minorities—were policed and prodded 
as the raw material for controlled development, which included testing 
out new drugs and transforming consumer habits.

The drug control regime advanced by US offi cials locked South 
American countries into an economic relationship whereby their par-
ticipation in the international market was as providers of raw materials 
and consumer-importers of US-manufactured goods. The economic 
dependency and vulnerability this produced in Latin America extended 
an ongoing process of “underdevelopment” as these nations became 
further tethered to the global capitalist system. As Andre Gunder Frank 
pointed out in 1970, with the growth of US power “not only is there 
now a greater degree of economic dependency, but the entire social and 
political structure of these ‘sovereign’ states is tied to metropolitan 
needs and prevents economic and social development or political free-
dom for Asia, Africa and Latin America.”16 Drug control further institu-
tionalized inequalities between nations, which refracted through ine-
qualities among peoples within nations. The emergent system of drug 
control differentially affected various groups of people connected to 
sites of drug production, distribution, and consumption. While the fruits 
of drug control accrued to powerful economic and political elites cen-
tered in the United States, the burdens of the system fell disproportion-
ately on indigenous communities of the coca growing regions in Peru 
and Bolivia and on poor communities and racialized minorities living in 
the United States. Studying drug control efforts reveals more than the 
evolution of unequal integration into a global capitalist system; drug 
control depended on the historical and cultural construction of ideas 
about physiological and social “danger” that came to be associated with 
drugs like cocaine and fi ltered through and perpetuated social, eco-
nomic, and racial inequalities.

From the 1940s through the early 1960s, the scope of this investiga-
tion, the United States was the largest importer of coca leaves in the 
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world and the largest legal retailer of coca-derived goods. Coca com-
modities fl owed through circuits oriented toward the manufacture of an 
array of drug products. The defi nition of a “drug,” and more particularly 
a “narcotic drug” like cocaine, was mediated by cultural politics, eco-
nomic regulations, and the power of pharmaceutical laboratories to 
alchemically alter drug raw materials (coca leaves) into a variety of con-
trolled substances (cocaine), and other products that conveniently exited 
the regulatory gaze (Coca-Cola). In medical science the category “nar-
cotic” attaches to opiates or synthetic drugs that mimic opium’s psycho-
active properties. The historical deployment of the term “narcotic,” how-
ever, has been attached to the legal status of a given drug. Thus, opium 
and coca leaves were integrated into national drug legislation in 1914 as 
the two primary categories of controlled “narcotics.” By 1937, with the 
passage of the Marijuana Tax Act, cannabis attained that status. While 
this books charts efforts to regulate the fl ow of coca commodities as they 
moved through national and international markets across the Andes and 
the United States, this story is necessarily situated within a larger context 
of the production, regulation, and consumption of an array of pharma-
ceuticals. The historical labeling of a given substance as a “dangerous 
drug” was rooted not in scientifi c objectivity but in the political economy 
and cultural politics of US drug control—as the growing contemporary 
embrace of “medical marijuana” usefully illustrates.

This study is anchored by the geographic circuits through which coca 
commodities fl owed, but it situates regulatory efforts to control coca 
within the larger context of a burgeoning drug control apparatus that 
was guided by the economic and political priorities of the US govern-
ment and pharmaceutical industry writ large. For instance, during 
World War II, US efforts to limit Andean exports of coca to Axis powers 
were paired with a broader campaign to monopolize drug raw material 
exports and drug distribution networks in the region for the benefi t of 
US corporations and government war mobilization. The determining 
infl uence of the US government and pharmaceutical industry was simi-
larly evident in postwar efforts to stamp out indigenous Andean chew-
ing of coca leaves while seeking to create new consumer markets for an 
array of US-manufactured drugs. Following the trail of coca, and the 
various drug markets that historically intersected with it, offers an 
exceptional window onto US-led efforts to determine the parameters of 
legal and illegal participation within a burgeoning international drug 
economy. Coca constituted one of only two raw material targeted by 
drug control campaigners (the other being opium) that was situated 
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squarely in a US sphere of geopolitical infl uence—what some US politi-
cians continue to derisively refer to as “America’s backyard.”

The history of efforts to control the fl ow of coca commodities forces 
us to contend with the physical production of valued drugs and how 
efforts to police and regulate their circulation were subsidized and con-
tested by various public and private players. These material confl icts 
were often refracted through and reinforced by cultural narratives that 
recast social and political confl ict in terms of scientifi c and legal assess-
ments of the dangers accompanying the twentieth century’s therapeutic 
revolution; the rhetoric of drug control easily reconfi gured social, eco-
nomic, and political dissent as disease, social dysfunction, and criminal-
ity.17 Studying the history of drug control entails tracking the incredible 
power of drugs’ symbolic currency. Beyond the ascribed physical impact 
of drugs, drug control proponents trumpeted the seemingly transcen-
dental impact of drugs on human subjectivity, wherein their power to 
harm or heal extended into the social and cultural life of the community 
and often provided the evidentiary basis for discrediting (or glorifying) 
people, states, cultural practices, political movements, and alternative 
systems of value.

Moving from US economic warfare policies during World War II 
through Cold War “defense mobilization,” this book examines the rise 
to global dominance of the American pharmaceutical industry, the 
extension of markets for US drug commodities overseas, and the selec-
tive criminalization of drug production and consumption within an 
international capitalist economic system where the aggressive market-
ing of some drugs, to some people, was encouraged. In the name of 
public health, national security, economic development, and collective 
defense, the government has played a crucial role in establishing access 
to foreign raw materials and markets for the major US-based pharma-
ceutical manufacturers. Through state-to-state collaboration among 
national police and military personnel, scientists and corporate execu-
tives, through international organizations such as the United Nations, 
the World Health Organization (WHO), and the Pan American Sanitary 
Bureau (PASB), the US government has been deeply involved in regulat-
ing, subsidizing, and promoting the US-based pharmaceutical industry 
as a critical pillar of the nation’s global power.

The book begins with an examination of the impact of World War II 
on the international fl ow of drugs. The success of US economic warfare 
initiatives helped position the country as the preeminent global pro-
ducer of pharmaceuticals and as the major advocate of international 
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drug control by war’s end. Chapter 2 explores the ways in which drugs 
were demobilized after the war and rapidly remobilized as essential for 
national security and for maintaining a permanent state of war readi-
ness. It looks at government efforts in conjunction with the private 
pharmaceutical industry to defi ne and police the legitimate fl ow of drug 
commodities, to ensure adequate stockpiles for national defense, and to 
facilitate the export of US-manufactured drugs as diplomatic and eco-
nomic emissaries of the benefi ts of allying with the US capitalist system. 
Chapter 3 examines the subsequent US-led effort, both independently 
and through the United Nations, to police all of coca’s circulation out-
side of the political economy envisioned by the designers of the drug 
control regime. This entailed a prohibitive assault on indigenous coca 
leaf chewing in the Andes, accompanied by a determination to secure 
adequate supplies of the plant for export to the United States. The chap-
ter describes a US-chaired UN commission sent to the Andes in 1949 to 
study the “coca leaf problem,” how its mission was received, and how 
the regulatory recommendations it made constituted an attack on indig-
enous traditions while promoting models of modernization and devel-
opment premised on integration into a global capitalist marketplace. 
Chapter 4 examines the seeming contradiction in American capitalist 
consumer culture that depends in part on cultivating drug consumption 
while aggressively policing drug “addiction” as a socially and histori-
cally constituted crime. The testing and marketing of new drugs became 
vehicles for both the pharmaceutical industry and the US government 
to augment their power, police wayward populations, and encourage 
select consuming habits and economic practices in both the Andes 
and the United States. These efforts simultaneously sought to cultivate 
cultural practices and beliefs that would supply and sustain a market 
for US-manufactured goods. The fi nal chapter considers US and interna-
tional drug policy and drug control rhetoric as they became tools for 
confronting economic and political challenges to a US capitalist hegem-
ony in the context of the civil rights movement, global anticolonial 
struggles, and the Cold War.

It is the dialectical power of drugs to harm or to heal that makes 
them enormously valuable in varied and historically changing ways. 
The productive power of drugs includes their very real capacity to phys-
iologically impact the human body, along with their symbolic capacity 
to mobilize people’s deepest prejudices, fears, dreams, and desires. Drugs 
in this sense might be both “destructive” and “productive” depending 
on what cultural, economic, and political metrics provide the basis for 
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judgment. The US government has considered the productive value of 
drugs as both a threat and an opportunity. The power of drugs to cure, 
alleviate pain, stimulate action, fi re the imagination, and dull or amplify 
the senses has been the subject of spiritual, scientifi c, and social inquiry 
for millennia. The material capacity of drugs to make someone wealthy 
or make someone feel good, their power to mend and to injure, are all 
part of this story—so too is their symbolic currency for historically con-
structed beliefs about the body politic and the economy of survival.

The drug industry emerged from World War II as one of the most 
profi table industries in the United States. The (North) American people 
have been (and remain) the largest consumers, producers, and exporters 
of drugs in the world. At the same time, the selective policing of drug 
production and consumption became an integral objective of US domes-
tic and foreign policy. This history and the ongoing war on drugs it pro-
duced has fi lled domestic prisons with nonviolent drug offenders and 
contributed to human and environmental devastation, particularly for 
poor and indigenous communities across the Americas. President Barack 
Obama’s administration continues to escalate the drug wars of previous 
administrations, despite a rhetorical shift eschewing that terminology, 
and US-led militarized drug control initiatives continue to fuel national 
and regional confl icts.18 The last national election cycle in the United 
States witnessed the unprecedented legalization of marijuana for recrea-
tional, not the more narrowly construed medical, uses in two states, sig-
nifying a groundswell of support for alternatives to the current drug 
control regime. At the same time there is a growing challenge both from 
within and outside the nation. In 2012 the leaders of Guatemala, Mex-
ico, and Colombia issued a “Joint Declaration” to the United Nations 
calling for a “new paradigm” for drug control in light of the many fail-
ures of current policy—which they identify as an escalation rather than 
a reduction in drug abuse, an escalation in violence and criminal activi-
ties, and the attendant corruption of police forces and governments.19

Recognizing the way in which power has shaped the intersection 
between national security, public health policies, the provision of medi-
cines, and the policing of drug consumption is a necessary step in over-
coming the confl icts and misunderstandings surrounding drug policy. 
Examining the history of the selective enforcement of drug control and 
its imbrications in hemispheric structures of unequal economic and 
political power can provide an alternative framework for creating a 
more just drug regulatory regime. This includes dismantling an approach 
that targets predominantly poor and racialized minority populations 
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for policing and incarceration, and creating the foundations for improv-
ing hemispheric political relations in the future. I hope this book makes 
a small contribution to the national and international effort that is 
already underway to promote more humane and effective drug policies 
in the service of people rather than state and corporate power.
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World War II was waged in part as a war for control over commodity 
fl ows. As one contemporary expert in economic warfare observed, “in a 
total war practically every commodity entering into foreign trade is 
important, directly or indirectly, to the war effort.”1 Even before the 
United States offi cially entered World War II, the president authorized 
economic measures such as export and shipping controls, the freezing of 
foreign assets, blacklisting, and foreign aid programs to strengthen the 
Allied cause and weaken the Axis capacity to wage war. Some of the 
commodities targeted for control were deemed vital to war making; for 
instance, rubber was needed to make bombers, tanks, and gas masks, 
and tin was used to manufacture everything from circuit boards to the 
millions of cans provisioning food for Allied troops. The strategic value 
of other commodities, including items as diverse as beef, coffee, and 
cacao, lay primarily in the indirect calculus that US purchasing and 
stockpiling of such goods could offset war-caused trade disruptions that 
had the potential to generate economic and political instability, espe-
cially for Latin American raw materials export-oriented economies cut 
off from the transatlantic trade.2

In this context US offi cials wrestled to control the international cir-
culation of one uniquely valuable group of commodities: pharmaceuti-
cals. The US approach to drug control over the course of World War II 
constituted a defi ning moment in the longer history of US efforts to 
infl uence the international pharmaceutical trade, to pave the way for US 
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corporate power, and to establish the nation as a formidable political 
player on the world stage. While World War II was far more than a con-
fl ict over commodity fl ows, the institutionalization of economic warfare 
policies in relation to the drug trade provide a revealing, if understud-
ied, account of the convergent rise of American power, the war-making 
capacity of the state, and the economic and political foundations of the 
US-led “war on drugs” that remains a central feature of US foreign and 
domestic policy.

The modern history of international drug control dates back to the 
fi rst decades of the twentieth century, when representatives of European 
and American colonial powers sought to establish regulatory mecha-
nisms to monitor and channel the international drug trade in directions 
they deemed essential to their economic, social, and political security. 
The United States helped spearhead the effort, perpetually contentious, 
that led to the fi rst international drug control convention in 1912. The 
International Opium Convention was merely the fi rst in a long line of 
international agreements (some more widely adhered to than others), 
and it marked the beginning of what would become a century-long saga 
driven by drug manufacturing countries to gain widespread geopolitical 
acquiescence to the notion that their vision of drug control was a criti-
cal obligation of not only national but international governance.

While the contest to control the international drug trade preceded 
and outlasted World War II, the war marked a profound watershed. The 
war set the stage for a new era of drug control; since then, wars waged 
with drugs have persisted as the fl ip side to the misleadingly named 
“war on drugs.” World War II and the US wartime mobilization altered 
the balance of power among drug manufacturing countries and between 
manufacturing countries and states that produced raw materials for the 
international drug trade. The United States emerged from the war a 
global drug giant, the largest manufacturer, producer, and distributor of 
pharmaceuticals in the world. This gave it unprecedented leverage over 
former allies and enemies alike. By the war’s end, the country’s primary 
prewar manufacturing competitors, Germany and Japan, found their 
drug industries largely destroyed and under American occupation. In 
coca growing countries such as Peru and Bolivia, the war’s impact was 
also dramatic as the United States consolidated its position as the pri-
mary purchaser of drug raw materials, primary supplier of much-valued 
fi nished goods, and infl uential advocate for the aggressive regulation of 
the drug market. In the process, drug control became a powerful weapon 
for advancing American imperial might.
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This chapter tells the story of these transformations by tracing the US 
government’s effort to control one particular group of drug commodities, 
those derived from the coca plant, as an anchor for a broader description 
of how the geography and political economy of the international drug 
trade was disrupted by the war, how US government economic warfare 
initiatives sought to capitalize, and how this shaped interactions with 
countries like Bolivia and Peru, both important players in the longer his-
tory of drug control. If we date the drug war to this era, almost a full three 
decades before President Richard Nixon famously declared a “war on 
drugs,” it becomes clearer how the drug war itself and the economic order 
it entrenched helped fuel the rise of an American empire.

drugs and defense mobilization

The importance of drugs to war mobilization was self-evident to con-
temporary government offi cials and to representatives of the private 
sector pharmaceutical fi rms with whom they collaborated. Two days 
after President Franklin Delano Roosevelt called on the US Congress to 
declare war in response to the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the head of the 
Federal Security Administration (FSA) addressed members of the Amer-
ican Pharmaceutical Manufacturers’ Association (AmPharMA) at the 
prestigious Mayfl ower Hotel in Washington, DC. The FSA was tasked 
with managing health and safety programs related to national defense. 
In his speech, Administrator Paul V. McNutt celebrated previous gov-
ernment foresight in acquiring ample stocks of opium, quinine, and 
other drugs deemed essential to war making, such that by December 
1941 the Treasury Department’s vaults stored a three-year supply of 
opium. Existing stockpiles were impressive, but not suffi cient. The war 
threatened to disrupt the supply of “key drugs hitherto imported from 
abroad,” McNutt explained, and highlighted the urgency of developing 
new sources of supply, particularly in the Western Hemisphere.3 Earlier 
that year the FSA administrator had already called on drug manufactur-
ers to emulate the armaments industry and work together to make 
America “the drug arsenal of the civilized world.”4 McNutt explained 
the direct importance of drugs for war: “Medical munitions these might 
be called; for they are munitions in just as true a sense as any held by 
our Government in military arsenals . . . they are as much a part of pre-
paredness as tanks and planes and guns.”5

This description of drugs, as a weapons arsenal for advancing an 
American model of civilization, attests to the enormous value drugs 
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held in 1941 for both state making and war making. War had always 
provided a stimulus to technological innovation in the drug fi eld, but 
twentieth-century world war spawned what business historian Alfred 
Chandler has termed a “pharmaceutical revolution.”6 By the 1940s, this 
revolution produced a “cornucopia of new drugs,” with government-
subsidized research and the mass production of vitamins, hormones, 
sulfonamides, penicillin, and other antibiotics radically changing wound 
healing, treatment for infectious disease, and government and corporate 
collaboration in the pharmaceutical industry.7 The war also galvanized 
research for synthetic drug alternatives to “replace natural products 
from the tropics” in an effort to avoid international dependency on 
materials deemed essential to public health and national power.8 Such 
vulnerabilities, for instance, spurred German research during the war 
that led to the creation of Demerol, a potent painkiller and synthetic 
substitute for opium. The US Army Medical Corps seized this research 
in Germany in 1945 and delivered it to American “chemists, pharma-
cologists and other medical scientists.”9 Access to pharmaceuticals (and 
industrial secrets) was one critical determinant of a nation’s capacity to 
thrive. War caused injury, hunger, and disease. Drugs promised to allevi-
ate pain, cure infection, and stimulate a greater capacity of productive 
labor, whether in the mines, the factories, the fi elds, or on the battle-
front. One contemporary neatly captured this widespread sense of the 
holistic interdependence of societal well-being and pharmaceuticals: 
“Competent protection of fi ghting men from disease demands the com-
petent protection of civilians.”10

The US government began accumulating a drug arsenal as early as 
1935, when the eventual thirty-year reigning head of the then fi ve-year-
old Federal Bureau of Narcotics (FBN), Commissioner Harry J. Anslinger, 
created government stockpiles of narcotic drugs in anticipation of war.11 
These stockpiles ensured against shortages that occurred when interna-
tional drug supply networks were disrupted by hostilities. They also con-
tributed to US economic and diplomatic leverage, for example, when the 
nation “virtually cornered the opium market during the war years,” driv-
ing the price up by some 300 percent.12 As early as December 1939 Com-
missioner Anslinger reported that suffi cient narcotics were stored in 
Treasury Department vaults to supply domestic demand and to “take 
care of the whole Western Hemisphere.”13 When the United States 
offi cially entered the confl ict in 1941, these enormous stocks were already 
being used to “take care of the medical needs of a lot of our friends.” 
As Anslinger informed Congress: “I mean South America, particularly. 



 figure 2. World War II propaganda poster for the construction of a pharmaceutical 
manufacturing facility.
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We have helped out the Netherlands Indies, Russia, and other sections of 
the world which were formerly supplied by the manufacturing countries 
of Europe. I do not know what the sick and injured of some of these 
countries would do if it had not been for our reserve stock.”14

This testimony, just ten days after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, 
revealed how war preparation and war increased the US government’s 
infl uence over the international drug trade. Anslinger echoed FSA 
Administrator McNutt when he rhetorically queried drug industry offi -
cials: “But is it our job—the job of you and our government—merely to 
supply the continental United States? Or will we become the arsenal for 
medical munitions on the public-health and medical front for all the 
Americas?”15 The capacity to supply drugs and enforce regulatory com-
pliance was both a source and manifestation of economic clout in the 
drug market.

This economic infl uence was upheld in part through seeking enforce-
ment of international drug treaties. The US FBN had taken measures to 
ensure “that treaties will not fall apart during the war,” in part by con-
tinuing to monitor the international narcotics trade through a system of 
import and export certifi cates. Moreover, “Being the only manufactur-
ing nation in this hemisphere, we are able to keep international control 
functioning on this side of the Atlantic.”16 Wartime exigencies trans-
formed what had previously been an international regulatory effort to 
control a few select pharmaceuticals, into a far more expansive effort 
premised on a vision of total mobilization. The FBN’s original mandate 
was to ensure adequate supplies of narcotic drugs for domestic scientifi c 
and medical uses and to police the unlawful importation and circulation 
of narcotic drugs.17 War brought other priorities to the fore. When the 
war broke out, opium was one of two primary categories of “narcotics” 
targeted for control by both national and international authorities. The 
term “narcotic” in this context was derived from a history of legal con-
trols rather than medicinal qualities.18 Since the fi rst international drug 
convention in 1912, “narcotic” drug control had targeted poppy plants, 
coca leaves, and drugs derived from them, including opium and cocaine. 
Following the ratifi cation of the Convention for Limiting the Manufac-
ture and Regulating the Distribution of Narcotic Drugs (also referred to 
as the 1931 Geneva Convention), this expanded to include a growing 
number of synthetic substitutes like codeine.19 In terms of the “narcotic” 
drug arsenal, along with its virtual opium monopoly, by early 1942 the 
FBN reported the United States had similarly secured adequate supplies 
of coca and rapidly became the primary supplier of cocaine to Allied 
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nations and “liberated territories.”20 Relatively early in the confl ict the 
United States secured adequate stocks of narcotic drugs with which to 
supply its own and Allied countries’ war efforts, while being in a formi-
dable position to deny enemy access to these valuable commodities—
something the FBN was actively doing.

However, the war dramatically expanded the reach of drug control 
to include an array of pharmaceuticals that, while not classifi ed as nar-
cotics, were nevertheless deemed crucial for waging war, and the FBN’s 
infl uence grew well beyond its previous jurisdiction. The National War 
Productions Board granted it authority over drug allocations for 
national defense and Commissioner Anslinger was directly involved in 
setting “wartime policy for the procurement of all drugs” and in deci-
sions regarding “Allied drug requirements.”21 When asked to clarify his 
concerns over wartime budgetary constraints and whether the FBN’s 
activities were “not especially related to the war effort” but rather 
“national welfare,” Anslinger was quick to point out the interconnect-
edness: “Our work with respect to critical and strategic materials all ties 
into the war effort.”22 As the leader of a relatively young bureaucracy, 
Anslinger successfully argued the importance of drug control to national 
security and, in doing so, added to the FBN’s (and his own) growing 
infl uence.23 The labels “critical” and “strategic” were defi ned by the 
Army and Navy Munitions Board as being materials “essential to 
national defense,” with the strategic category referring to materials 
whose supply was dependent in whole or in part on sources outside the 
United States, while critical referred to materials essential for war but 
for which supply was not foreseen to be “as great a problem.” This 
directly infl uenced the government’s approach to the drug market. 
While world supplies of opium came from British India, Turkey, Asia, 
and Yugoslavia, the existing surpluses in US government stockpiles ren-
dered the drug “critical” rather than “strategic.” The only drug appear-
ing on the list of strategic materials was the antimalarial quinine, essen-
tial for inoculating soldiers deployed to tropical areas. Before the war 
95 percent of the raw materials used to manufacture quinine, cinchona 
bark, was grown in the Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia) and concern 
over supply disruptions were well founded.24

In practice, contemporary offi cials considered a wide array of phar-
maceuticals, both narcotic and nonnarcotic, to be essential to war mobi-
lization, and the terms “strategic,” “critical,” and “defense material” 
were often used interchangeably to describe a wide array of drugs 
deemed important to maintaining national health, economic power, and 
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strategic advantage. In addition to narcotics stockpiles accumulated 
under Anslinger’s early reign, in 1941 the US government identifi ed a 
number of essential drug raw materials for stockpiling, including 
“50,000 pounds of aconite root, 200,000 pounds of belladonna leaves 
and 60,000 pounds of roots, 200,000 pounds of ergot rye, and 675,000 
pounds of red squill.”25 The production, stockpiling, and market con-
trols involving drugs during the war were driven by pharmaceuticals’ 
medicinal powers, but more importantly the focus and orientation on 
certain drugs was dictated by concerns over ease of access to raw mate-
rials prioritized for government war mobilization.

war and the world drug market

The war wrought a profound shift in the geography and political econ-
omy of the drug trade, and the US government and pharmaceutical 
industry gained the advantage. The principles and logic of international 
drug control became fi rmly tied to US national security and expansion-
ist economic priorities. Before the war the world’s pharmaceutical mar-
kets were dominated by colonial powers—particularly the United States, 
the Netherlands, England, and Germany—that were dependent on the 
steady fl ow of raw materials from regions across the global South. From 
the coca-rich Andes of Peru and Bolivia, to poppy fi elds in India and 
Turkey, to cinchona plantations in the Philippines and the Dutch East 
Indies, drug raw materials grew in regions that were especially vulner-
able to wartime trade disruptions; some were outright colonies, others 
were dependent on exporting cash crops to pay for the importation of 
many basic goods, including medicines. The war disrupted and trans-
formed these trade networks. In the fi rst months of 1942, Japan’s rapid 
military advance into the Philippines, Malaysia, and the East Indies cut 
off European and American access to raw materials from their colonies 
in the region, leaving them scrambling for alternatives, or languishing 
without drugs. In the West, the Allied blockade and German submarine 
warfare further impinged on a once-robust transatlantic pharmaceuti-
cal trade.

Examining the impact the war had on the circulation of one particular 
set of drug commodities—coca leaves and the various manufactured 
goods derived from them—offers a revealing account of the intersection 
of war, drugs, and US power. The war facilitated the consolidation of US 
control over all coca-derived commodities circulating on the international 
market, engulfi ng in particular German and Japanese competition. As one 
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of two categories of narcotic drug targeted for international controls 
before the war, there is uniquely rich historical documentation recounting 
the international fl ow of coca commodities before, during, and after the 
war that provide insights into war-wrought change. Moreover, as one of 
two categories of narcotics located fi rmly in the Western Hemisphere, and 
with Latin American resources being newly valued as critical to US war 
mobilization, examining shifts in the coca market also provides perspec-
tive on the nature of US economic and political expansion at mid-century. 
Finally, while this account traces the circulation of coca commodities 
from the cultivation of coca plants through to the distribution and con-
sumption of goods derived from them, it also offers insight into how any 
particular drug’s value was embedded in broader social, political, and 
economic visions that increasingly relied on laboratory-manufactured 
drugs to advance economic development and national power.

In the 1930s coca leaves had been circulating on the international 
market for more than half a century and constituted the basic raw mate-
rial for the manufacturing of three other commodities: crude cocaine, 
cocaine hydrochloride, and a soft drink fl avoring extract manufactured 
for the Coca-Cola Company.26 Despite competition from Japanese and 
Dutch farming on colonial plantations in the Pacifi c, the largest national 
cultivators of the coca leaf remained within the geography of coca’s 
origins, in the semitropical slopes of the Andes Mountains of Peru and 
Bolivia. When the war began, the Netherlands East Indies, Bolivia, and 
Peru produced an estimated four-fi fths of the total world trade in coca 
leaves.27 Bolivia cultivated coca leaves primarily destined for a regional 
market sustained by indigenous peasant communities and mine work-
ers. Peru also supplied the Andean market with coca leaves. The circula-
tion of coca leaves in the Andes refl ected patterns of traditional use and 
consumption, interwoven with the impact of the market value of the 
leaves internationally. In the Andes, coca was typically consumed in its 
natural leaf state. Coca leaves were chewed, steeped as maté infusions, 
constituted components of ritual practice, and circulated at times as 
currency, both in the form of wages or as payment in exchange for 
goods. The vast majority of coca leaves being cultivated were consumed 
in this market.28 Unlike in Bolivia, however, substantial quantities of 
Peru’s coca leaves were cultivated for export. Peru was the largest 
exporter of coca leaves on the world market and those leaves were 
exported primarily to manufacturers in the United States.29

Although most Peruvian coca leaf exports went to the United States, 
Peru was unable to export any crude or refi ned cocaine to the US market. 
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US narcotics law, since the passage of the 1914 Harrison Narcotics Act, 
limited national imports to raw materials (coca leaves) and excluded 
refi ned drugs (cocaine hydrochloride) and semirefi ned drugs (crude 
cocaine)—the manufacture of any narcotic drug for the US market had 
to be done in the United States by registered importers and manufactur-
ers monitored by the US government. Peruvians did have some limited 
participation in the manufacturing and export of crude cocaine to 
Europe, where pharmaceutical companies refi ned it. Thus, when the war 
began, the Andean coca leaf market was characterized by the production 
of raw materials for regional consumption, as in Bolivia, or, in Peru’s 
case, as also a primary supplier of raw material exports (coca leaves and 
crude cocaine) to US and European drug manufacturers.

Outside the Andes, coca leaves grown on colonial plantations in the 
Pacifi c were the primary source of supply for all major drug manufac-
turing countries except the United States, namely Germany, Japan, 
France, and the United Kingdom. Japanese cultivation of coca leaves on 
colonial plantations in Formosa (Taiwan), Okinawa, and Iwo Jima sup-
plied that nation’s pharmaceutical industry. Dutch-controlled Java, Bor-
neo, and Sumatra furnished the bulk of coca leaves imported by Euro-
pean manufacturers (along with limited quantities to the United States). 
While the Andes was the ecological home of coca leaves, nineteenth-
century Dutch colonists experimented with transplanting coca seedlings 
to the fertile soils of the East Indies (now Indonesia) and stumbled 
across a strain of particularly high-alkaloid-content coca leaf that they 
cultivated for export. These leaves were uniquely suited to manufactur-
ing cocaine hydrochloride and rapidly came to dominate the interna-
tional trade geared toward the manufacture of medicinal cocaine.30

Nevertheless, in the 1930s the United States remained the largest man-
ufacturing global importer of coca leaves, and these came primarily from 
Peru. In terms of the North–South distribution of economic power, Euro-
peans and North Americans controlled the manufacturing and interna-
tional distribution of products derived from coca leaves grown in South 
America and Southeast Asia. But Americans could claim the most robust 
market for coca leaves since imports were destined not only for the man-
ufacturing of pharmaceuticals, but also for the large-scale production of 
a fl avoring extract for the Coca-Cola Company. In the United States, only 
two pharmaceutical companies were legally authorized to import coca 
leaves: Merck & Co., Inc. and Maywood Chemical Works. Merck 
imported coca leaves from both Peru and Java, which the company’s 
chemists used to manufacture pharmaceutical-grade cocaine. Maywood 
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imported coca leaves exclusively from Peru, and after extracting and 
destroying the cocaine alkaloid (to comply with federal narcotics law), 
the pharmaceutical company transmuted the remainder into a “nonnar-
cotic” fl avoring extract for Coca-Cola. A combined effort by lawyers for 
the pharmaceutical industry, the Coca-Cola Company, and Commis-
sioner Anslinger of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics secured this conces-
sion for “special leaves” in the 1931 Geneva Convention, an exceptional 
regulatory moment when the legal uses of coca in the drug trade were 
defi ned internationally as encompassing both medical and scientifi c needs, 
as well as production of a coca-based fl avoring extract for the iconic soft 
drink.31 By WWII, coca leaves imported into the United States for this 
purpose consisted of almost twice the volume of leaves imported for med-
ical or scientifi c use. In both the United States and Europe coca-derived 
commodities were manufactured for domestic consumption and for reex-
port. And only at this last stage of the coca commodity circuit did Andean 
countries reenter as consumer markets for these fi nished goods, whether 
as medicinal cocaine, or in bottles of Coca-Cola.32

World War II disrupted and transformed the trade circuits through 
which coca leaves, crude cocaine, pharmaceutical-grade cocaine, and 
Coca-Cola all fl owed. The Japanese occupation of Java, combined with 
British and American naval blockades of the Atlantic, cut off the Euro-
pean market from supplies of coca leaves and crude cocaine. Germany, 
the largest European manufacturer and wartime target of naval block-
ades, was hit hardest. Allied intelligence reports speculated that even 
reserve stocks inside Germany were being depleted: “Since 1941, Ger-
many has certainly not been in a position to procure coca leaves . . . 
stocks must have been drawn upon in order to meet requirements in the 
years 1941 and 1942.”33 From 1936 to 1939, the European continental 
countries imported an average of 71 tons of coca leaves each year from 
South America and Asia; however, by 1941 the only trade consisted of 
a scant few kilograms reexported from one European country to 
another. By 1943, the League of Nations reported “the countries of the 
continental group” were unable to procure coca leaves.34 Europe’s 
access to crude cocaine was similarly disrupted. Before 1939, Europeans 
were importing from Peru an average of 1168 kg of crude cocaine annu-
ally, and German manufacturers constituted the largest market. By 1942 
only Spain was reporting any imports, a relatively small 136 kg per year, 
and by the end of the war, the US commercial attaché in Peru reported 
that the “great bulk of the exports” were going to Allied countries, pri-
marily England, “with Spain in second place.”35
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With the Dutch East Indies under Japanese occupation, Peru remained 
the only producer of coca leaves for the world market, and cut off from 
Europe, the state found itself increasingly dependent on US purchases 
and subject to the US legal proscription against importing manufac-
tured narcotics. In turn, the United States emerged from the war as the 
world’s largest importer of coca leaves and the largest producer and 
distributor of cocaine. The United States used this new leverage to dic-
tate the scale and scope of the trade and to exert political infl uence. In 
doing so, the United States implemented the structures of its vision for 
drug control as a constituent element of its wartime policy, and guaran-
teed its dominant position in the international drug trade in the war’s 
aftermath. Two central animating principles seem to dictate US wartime 
policy toward the Peruvian coca trade. First, the United States insisted 
on retaining its manufacturing monopoly and refused to import any-
thing other than coca leaves from the Andes. Second, in the broader 
effort to undermine Axis economic power and capacity to wage war, the 
United States interpreted any signs of ongoing Axis trade with South 
America as evidence of criminal conspiracy and threatened coercive 
measures to punish those responsible.

Despite mounting stocks of both coca leaves and crude cocaine in 
Peru, the United States denied repeated requests from Peruvian export-
ers to sell leaves that had already been converted into cocaine. The war 
placed the United States in a powerful position to hold onto its drug 
manufacturing monopoly and further entrench a relationship whereby 
Andean raw materials remained the region’s primary export. The US 
drug industry depended on an array of Latin American basic supplies: 
“Important items from Latin America include cinchona bark for qui-
nine; ipecac, valuable for its alkaloid emetine; stramonium, an impor-
tant substitute for belladonna and also a valuable source of scopo-
lamine; coca leaves for cocaine; fi sh livers for vitamins, glandulars 
(thyroid, pancreas, and so on); and cocoa beans, of which the shells and 
residue are important for the production of caffeine.”36 This was a phe-
nomena exacerbated by the war, but had historical roots in the impact 
of the 1931 Geneva Convention, which the Peruvian minister of fi nance 
and commerce complained had cut Peru’s share of the international 
cocaine market from 40–50 percent to as low as 3–4 percent.37 In 1940 
the Peruvian commercial attaché appealed to the Federal Bureau of 
Narcotics, which had “the power to determine from which states US 
fi rms could buy raw material and to which countries American manu-
facturers could export,” to authorize more US companies to import 
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Peruvian coca leaves.38 The FBN rejected the request and refused to 
grant any new import licenses on the grounds that it would make drug 
control more diffi cult, in effect a justifi cation for maintaining a US man-
ufacturing monopoly. It also dangled a thinly veiled threat by suggesting 
the United States had already done Peru a favor by ending a Depart-
ment of Agriculture project to grow coca in Puerto Rico so as to “pre-
vent upsetting the economic status between the United States and Peru.” 
This project, the FBN offi cial noted, could be easily resumed.39

The war only strengthened the international drug manufacturing 
hierarchy the United States sought to entrench. Thus, when Peruvian 
Minister of Finance David Dasso argued in 1942 that Peru should man-
ufacture its own cocaine for the US market and proposed that the United 
States “should buy cocaine instead of the cocoa [sic] leaf from Peru 
since processing the leaf for cocaine was a relatively simple matter,” he 
was resoundingly rejected.40 In response to Peruvian efforts to expand 
access to the US market, the State Department declared, “It would seem 
the answer to Mr. Dasso should be that it is up to Peru to make the 
concessions, not the United States.” This claim was backed by the US 
accusation that any increase in Peruvian drug manufacturing “would 
merely go into the illegal trade,” which at the time was defi ned as a 
willingness to “sell illegally to Germany and Italy, which are in desper-
ate need of cocaine.” Characterizing Peruvian export practice—meeting 
an acknowledged medical need (and hence Axis country strategic 
import)—as “illegal,” the State Department reframed an economic and 
political struggle into a language and practice of delineating (and ulti-
mately prosecuting) criminality. The United States even threatened to 
cut “Peru off from all sources of narcotic drugs” and “stop its purchases 
of coca leaves” to force Peruvian compliance.41 Thus the United States 
was able to use its economic and political leverage to entrench a par-
ticular economic order that incorporated a defi nition of criminality 
premised on political loyalties.

But the US government also made some concessions. The US-Peru 
Trade Agreement, signed in May 7, 1942, lowered the import duty on 
coca, increasing profi ts for Peruvian exporters. When the FBN com-
plained about this loss of tax revenue (a key component of its budget), 
the Treasury Department explained, “there were overpowering consid-
erations from the point of view of policy which guided the Committee 
in approving the concession.”42 As this episode shows, profi t was not 
measured exclusively in economic terms; the United States also sought 
to maintain control over the drug trade to secure the political stability 
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of its trading partners and establish the long-term alignment of Latin 
American countries like Peru with the United States.

Drug control then had multifaceted value: at once economic, medi-
cal, and diplomatic. At the most basic level it promised to supply or 
obstruct the fl ow of medicinally valuable pharmaceuticals in the con-
text of a widespread spike in demand generated by war. Cocaine, for 
example, was valued in part as an unparalleled local anesthetic. When 
Peruvian exporter Andrés Soberón’s crude cocaine stocks began to 
accumulate with the loss of access to the Italian and German markets, 
he invoked the drug’s wartime medical value in his failed bid to the US 
State Department and the FBN to sell his semirefi ned drug to the United 
States for further refi ning: “Cocaine is indispensable for attending to 
those injured in the War and we are sure, based on letters we’ve received 
from Europe, that in Russia and all European countries there is a great 
demand for this product.”

Soberón appealed on behalf of the war-injured, even while making 
an economic entreaty by suggesting this Peruvian-US trade would 
enhance the capacity of the United States to meet European and Russian 
“demand.” The United States was adamant in its refusal to import Peru-
vian crude cocaine, although it did fl ex its diplomatic muscle and offer 
to put Soberón in touch with interested buyers in the “Government of 
the Soviet Socialist republics.”43 A year later, Soberón expanded his 
appeal through an invocation of the trade’s importance for maintaining 
hemispheric solidarity: “[W]ishing to contribute to the defense of Amer-
ica, I offer 600 kilos of crude cocaine.” Again his request was rejected.44

The war augmented US power in the international drug trade, and 
offi cials did not need to circumvent or renegotiate the national drug 
regulatory framework’s long-term orientation toward protecting the 
interests of US manufacturers. This was especially true in relation to the 
coca leaf and cocaine market. The United States continued to import 
coca leaves from Peru, despite shunning Peruvian crude cocaine. Peru 
remained the “principal source” of US imports of coca leaves and the 
war boosted the volume of this trade.45 In March 1942, one week after 
the Japanese conquest of Java, the commissioner of the FBN gave an 
update on the state of the coca market: “As you know, coca leaves, an 
important defense material, are used in the production of cocaine, a 
narcotic drug which is indispensable in the treatment of diseases and 
injuries to the eyes. No substitute for cocaine has yet been discovered.”

Anslinger wrote that despite the war-caused disruptions to Merck’s 
supply of coca leaves, “We now obtain from Peru a quantity of coca 
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leaves suffi cient to replace the amount formerly imported from Java.” 
As with the government-directed accumulation of other raw materials 
deemed valuable to war mobilization, and even though it anticipated 
“no shortage for the duration of the war,” the FBN authorized the 
expansion of coca leaf stockpiling. Anslinger reported, “The Bureau of 
Narcotics has instructed Maywood Chemical Works to recover all of 
the raw cocaine obtained from coca leaves.” In other words, even though 
existing stocks of raw materials could easily meet normal annual 
demand for medicinal cocaine, the FBN authorized Maywood to stop 
destroying cocaine alkaloid extracted in the process of making a fl avor-
ing extract for Coca-Cola. In this striking move, the United States 
invoked wartime necessity to stockpile quantities that exceeded the 
annual quotas it was entitled to hold under the 1931 Geneva Conven-
tion, and tapped large supplies of coca leaves that were easily accessible 
because of the “special” status Maywood’s leaves had been granted 
under the international treaty. The raw cocaine that could be obtained 
from these leaves imported for the express purpose of manufacturing a 
soft-drink fl avoring extract, Anslinger reported, amounted to “approxi-
mately four times the normal medical needs of the country.”46

As raw material stockpiles began to accumulate, this reserve supply 
of drugs put the United States in a powerful economic and political 

 table 1 us coca leaf imports and uses, 1936–1943 (in kilograms)

 Peru Java (Dutch) Bolivia

 Cocaine Coca-Cola Cocaine Cocaine

1936 67,607.416 69,533.820 34,248.398 —
1937 67,372.775 88,213.869 34,012.587 —
1938 67,042.560 107,540.455 33,999.660 —
1939 67,037.931 140,676.296 56,100.499 —
1940 67,817.004 206,011.141 78,372.399 —
1941 67,463.968 292,950.105 59,974.825 —
1942 67,911.549 270,806.401 21,849.974 87.997
1943 207,408.941 239,987.450 — —

source: The table was compiled with information from the cited correspondence, supplemented by 
statistics provided in US Treasury Department, Bureau of Narcotics, Traffi c in Opium and Other Dan-
gerous Drugs for the Year ended December 31, 1936–1943 (Washington, DC: US Government Printing 
Offi ce, 1937–1944).

note: 1942 was the last year of any reported imports from Java, the small amount of coca leaves 
imported from Bolivia that year were most likely for research, and the remarkable increase in the 
quantity of cocaine on hand in 1943 seems to correspond with Maywood halting destruction of the 
alkaloid in the process of manufacturing a fl avoring extract for Coca-Cola.
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position as the major world-supplier of cocaine. US manufacturers 
replaced European producers in the world market, and US cocaine 
exports increased dramatically. By 1941 US exports had increased by 
more than 600 percent over quantities exported just fi ve years earlier. 
Before offi cially declaring war, the United States had been “manufactur-
ing a large quantity of cocaine for Russia on the Lend-Lease program.”47 
By 1944, as Anslinger testifi ed before Congress, the United States was 
supplying “Russia with all her cocaine needs, both for military and civil-
ian use, because Russia has been separated from her market. We have 
supplied Russia and India and a number of parts of the British Empire, 
and in the case of India, we have received in turn an equivalent amount 
of opium. We insisted upon that to keep from dipping into our reserves 
too deeply. We have been able to give this help. Now we are confronted 
with supplying some of the liberated territories.”48

The international consumer market for American-manufactured 
pharmaceuticals expanded considerably as US offi cials worked with 
private companies to “help” fi ll a drug vacuum in Europe, the Soviet 

 table 2 cocaine exports from the 
United States, 1936–1941 (in grams)

Year Cocaine Export 

1936 21,733
1937 17,350
1938 14,184
1939 29,509
1940 18,695
1941 144,405
Total 245,876

source: The table was compiled with information from 
the cited correspondence, supplemented by statistics pro-
vided in US Treasury Department, Bureau of Narcotics, 
Traffi c in Opium and Other Dangerous Drugs for the 
Year ended December 31, 1936–1942 (Washington, DC: 
US Government Printing Offi ce, 1937–1943). Prices also 
increased as supplies became scarce: “Normally the price 
of cocaine has been between 40 and 50 dollars a kilo-
gram. However, due to demand from Germany, Italy and 
Great Britain, prices being paid since the middle of 1940 
have ranged between 75 and 80 dollars a kilogram.” 
Greenup to Secretary of State, Embassy, Lima, December 
4, 1941, Dispatch No. 2305; File 0660 Peru, Folder 1, 
1926–1941; 71-A-3554; DEA; RG 170; NACP.

note: These statistics were no longer published by the 
FBN after 1942 in the interest of “national defense.”
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Union (USSR), and colonial markets formerly supplied by the British 
Empire. This was true not only with regards to cocaine, but also in rela-
tion to another exceptional coca-derived commodity: Coca-Cola.

Wartime drug control provided an opportunity for select US corpora-
tions with an investment in the coca market, such as Merck, Maywood, 
and the Coca-Cola Company, to align themselves closely with the inter-
ests of the US government and benefi t from the collaboration. Much as 
government intervention prevented the importation of crude cocaine into 
the United States, when the Peruvian commercial chancellor tried to offer 
the Coca-Cola Company “de-narcotized” coca for sale, the company’s 
president contacted the head of the FBN, suggesting that Peruvian interest 
in the market might be exploited to pressure for compliance with “inter-
national control authorities.”49 Coca-Cola, the drink itself, became offi -
cially allied with the national cause. Following Pearl Harbor Robert 
Woodruff, the head of the Coca-Cola Company, declared that all men in 
uniform could get Coca-Cola for fi ve cents wherever they were serving. 
With a Coca-Cola executive appointed to the sugar rationing board, by 
1942, “Coca-Cola was exempt from sugar rationing when sold to the 
military or retailers serving soldiers,” while the rest of the soft drink 
industry was forced to reduce their consumption. Helping to fulfi ll Wood-
ruff’s promise, sixty-four Coca-Cola bottling plants were established “on 
every continent except Antarctica” during the war, largely subsidized by 
the US government. Coca-Cola representatives were given the status of 
“technical observers”—civilians servicing the military—while the army 
paid for the transportation costs of Coca-Cola and for military techni-
cians who helped construct Coca-Cola plants for the deployed troops. 
German and Japanese prisoners of war were even assigned to work in 
these newly constructed bottling plants.50 The collaboration between the 
United States and companies supplying American troops on the battle-
front was accompanied by an equally striking government program to 
capitalize on wartime disruptions in neutral countries far from the bat-
tlefront. Nowhere was this more apparent than in US efforts to promote 
the expansion of its pharmaceutical industries into Latin America.

wartime market disruptions

The war-wrought transformations in the circulation and fl ow of raw 
materials destined for North American and European pharmaceutical 
manufacturers produced fundamental disruptions in the fl ow of fi n-
ished drugs. The impact on Germany was particularly dramatic. The 
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world’s longest established and most profi table pharmaceutical industry 
could not acquire drug raw materials, had its industrial production 
under attack, and confronted US economic warfare campaigns against 
Germany’s drug production and distribution networks in neutral and 
Allied territories. Entering the war, Germany dominated the interna-
tional drug market, including an impressive presence in the Western 
Hemisphere. While Germany trailed behind England and the United 
States as the third “major trading partner with South America,” the 
country was the region’s largest supplier of pharmaceuticals.51 A report 
to the secretary general of the League of Nations in 1943 noted the 
wartime dramatic shift in pharmaceutical manufacturing clout. “Ger-
many, the chief distributor of drugs before the war, now exports only 
insignifi cant quantities of narcotic drugs.”52 By the end of the war 
American military assessments were more blunt. “German Pharmacy 
Kaput!” reported the Chief of the Medical Branch, US Strategic Bomb-
ing Survey after reviewing the impact of bombing on the infrastructure 
of the once globally dominant German pharmaceutical industry.53

Early in the war, however, German dominance of the drug trade was 
a serious cause for concern. Writer and investigative journalist Charles 
Morrow Wilson lamented in 1942 that unlike American businessmen, 
the “Germans took pains to capture Latin-American markets for legiti-
mate medicines and pharmaceuticals” during the fi rst half of the twen-
tieth century. “Even during the war years of 1939, 1940, and 1941 the 
German position has been maintained. Actually the Nazis have been 
making use of their drug trade with South America to provide a source 
of revenue for propaganda and fi fth column activity.”54 These frustra-
tions and fears echoed those expressed by US offi cials dispatched to 
South America in December 1941 under the auspices of the newly con-
stituted Board of Economic Warfare (BEW). The “entire Latin American 
economy was part of [the BEW’s] concern” because, as the director of 
the Council on Foreign Relations explained, the region was “a store-
house of strategic raw materials.”55 However, agents rapidly discovered 
that while Latin American countries for the most part were willing to 
cooperate with US economic warfare initiatives in the region, they 
encountered signifi cant obstacles when it came to limiting the fl ow of 
German pharmaceuticals. As the US ambassador to Bolivia confi ded to 
the Secretary of State in 1943, “Indeed, it is likely that the failure to 
eliminate the Nazi dominance in the drug fi eld will assist Nazi interests 
to continue to have their way in other commercialized fi elds in which 
they remain powerful.”56
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Whatever success the United States achieved by dominating the drug 
raw materials market was undermined by its inability to dominate the 
consumer market for fi nished goods. As nations battled to control the 
fl ow of the world’s resources, raw materials and manufactured goods 
together constituted the critical inputs for maintaining overall societal 
health; both production and consumption mattered to this equation. 
Government planners embraced an economic calculus premised on bal-
ancing “the allocation of manpower and raw materials” in the service of 
war. The economic reasoning constituted an ideology that viewed humans 
and natural resources together as the raw material inputs to national 
power, and their healthy presence needed to be sustained for profi t and 
national security. In the United States, before the war was over, “the 
nation’s economic machinery had been reorganized throughout, from the 
acquisition of materials to the fi nal distribution of the end-products 
among our armed forces, our allies, and our civilians.” And to ensure a 
healthy fl ow of material inputs, as the US military explained, “it became 
necessary for us to exercise a stabilizing infl uence on the domestic econo-
mies of countries most affected, particularly in Latin America.”57 Thus 
economic warfare in the Andes grew out of this grand imperial vision 
where rivalries between the United States and Germany in the drug fi eld 
were driven by the value these commodities held for cultivating human 
and natural resources in the global competition for national dominance.

The war marked a major economic turning point with the United 
States emerging as a net importer rather than exporter of raw materi-
als.58 While the United States had always cultivated a hegemonic eco-
nomic position in the Western Hemisphere, the war provided an unprec-
edented stimulus to trade when the confl ict disrupted the fl ow of raw 
materials from Southeast Asia. As one observer commented, “we must 
have tropical products to win the war and to keep the peace . . . [which 
means] we are seeing the birth of an entirely new inter-American econ-
omy.”59 The Nation’s Business echoed this sentiment: “War needs of the 
United States have speeded up production in the South American coun-
tries . . . [and] we will help in adjusting the national economics of those 
which responded to the war effort.”60 Some saw the US effort to mold 
Latin American economic development toward US priorities as poten-
tially coercive and unwelcome: “We must beware of the temptation to 
convert hemispheric defense into a new streamlined imperialism.”61 
However, this did not slow the economic war, as the desire to undermine 
German power became fi rmly tied to the long-term development objec-
tives of the United States in the hemisphere.
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Battles over the drug trade in the Andes were waged in the context of 
the overall importance of these economies to the war effort. At the begin-
ning of the war Bolivia and Peru had signifi cant economic ties to both 
the Allied and Axis powers. As the United Nations would later report, 
“Before World War II there were substantial investments in Peru owned 
by German, Italian and, to a smaller extent, Japanese nationals.” How-
ever, by the end of the war, “the only substantial foreign business invest-
ments” belonged to the United States and Great Britain. Even before the 
war US investments exceeded German, Italian, and Japanese invest-
ments, and by 1935 the US mining company Cerro de Pasco Copper was 
“by far the largest foreign-owned mining concern in Peru.” The United 
States was the primary source of capital behind Peru’s mining industry, 
which accounted for 20 percent of world production. More than half of 
the total labor force worked for foreign-owned companies, and Cerro de 
Pasco alone accounted for over a third of the total, producing “more 
than half the metallic mineral output of the country.”62 In an overview of 
its raw materials policy in Peru, the US military even drew a comparison 
with the British Empire’s monopoly over tin production in Thailand, 
noting that in addition to domestic production the United States was 
intimately involved in the “commercial control over production in other 
countries” such as the Vanadium Corporation of America, which con-
trolled almost “the entire Peruvian output” of the steel alloy.63

In Bolivia “the basis of the country’s economy was tin mining.”64 
Before WWI, the “Germans [had] acquired a virtual monopoly in sev-
eral branches of commerce and had made themselves almost indispen-
sable to the economic life of the country.” Yet like Peru, the United 
States was also a formidable power in Bolivia before the war. The Boliv-
ian tin mining industry was the main source of internal tax revenue in 
the country and the largest company, Patiño Mines and Enterprises, 
Inc., registered in the United States and fi nanced by US capital, was 
responsible for 40–45 percent of the national output. Prices for Bolivian 
tin, which accounted for three quarters of the country’s exports, suf-
fered during the Great Depression. “Foreign exchange receipts decreased 
sharply,” and increasing national debts acquired from “substantial bor-
rowing abroad . . . practically all of it from the United States” placed the 
United States in a position of considerable economic infl uence. Tin 
prices recovered throughout the 1930s and shot up further during 
World War II. In 1940 the United States negotiated a fi ve-year tin con-
tract with Bolivian tin producers, and secured the country’s entire out-
put of tungsten and surpluses of antimony, tin, and zinc.65
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US investments in Bolivia and Peru in extracting antinomy, tungsten, 
tin, quinine, rubber, and petroleum were heavily infl uenced by the logic 
of economic warfare. When American policymakers devised wartime 
economic policy in the region, ensuring the conditions necessary to sus-
tain these industries was paramount. For instance in Bolivia the United 
States launched public health programs that specifi cally targeted rubber 
and quinine producing regions in the hopes of maintaining a healthy 
workforce to extract resources essential for US war making.66 As the 
Bolivian ambassador to the United States explained, “Tin and rubber 
were needed for planes and tanks; the factories producing cannons and 
ammunition needed Bolivian tungsten; and other commodities, mainly 
foodstuffs for American soldiers, were required. In this way, the manual 
work of the Bolivian Indians of the Andes suddenly acquired a transcen-
dental dimension for the life and the defense of that great nation.”

Minerals including tin, antimony, and tungsten accounted for 98.3 
percent of the country’s exports, and demand for such metals was 
“always large during war periods.”67 Bolivia possessed the only hemi-
spheric source of tin and, spurred by war-induced global tin shortages, 
the United States built a tin smelter specifi cally for Bolivian ores.68 
Before the war the British had been the primary smelters of Bolivian tin, 
which they then sold to the United States. The war facilitated the emer-
gence of a US smelting industry and the end of American dependence on 
British manufacturers.69 During the war the United States became the 
sole purchaser of Bolivian minerals, replacing the United Kingdom as 
Bolivia’s primary tin export market, which gave the United States con-
siderable diplomatic leverage particular since wartime US stockpiling 
meant “that market power had shifted decisively from producers to 
consumers.” While there were rumblings among Bolivian nationalists 
(particularly strong among the mine-workers organizations) that the 
“country had become a virtual colony of the United States,” Bolivian 
offi cials also sought to capitalize on their newfound importance.70 The 
BEW mission reported in December 1941 that “Bolivian authorities feel 
that since Bolivia is contributing to the defense effort by making avail-
able vitally important minerals, it is a responsibility of the United States 
Government to see to it that the mining industry (eighty percent of 
Bolivia’s import needs) is promptly provided with whatever equipment 
may be necessary.”71 As the Bolivian ambassador emphasized to his US 
colleagues, the Indian mine worker “was a true soldier of the cause, 
whose function ran parallel to that of the soldiers who fought in the 
trenches, defending the ideals and interests of the Allies.”72
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Such appeals gained traction in the wake of what came to be known 
as the Cataví Massacre in December 1942, when a tin miners’ strike 
demanding “better housing, wages and medical care” was violently 
repressed by the government, leaving many dead.73 Historian Laurence 
Whitehead suggests American offi cials saw their subsequent interven-
tion as “Good Neighborly” rather than imperial, when they determined 
that “labor peace in the mines was of urgent concern for those in charge 
of Allied procurement” and helped organize an investigation headed by 
a Joint US-Bolivian Labor Commission.74 The Assistant Secretary of 
State invited Judge Calvert Magruder to chair the commission, describ-
ing its goal as being the “double end of improving conditions of labor 
in Bolivia and assuring a steady production of strategic materials for the 
United States.”75 The investigators found the “standard of living is noto-
riously low” among the mine workers and recommended changes in 
labor policy, which ultimately led to the insertion of labor clauses into 
the US tin contract. The report also noted one raw material input (coca 
leaves) that might be a contributing factor to the paltry conditions: 
“These leaves contain a small amount of cocaine and their chewing is 
claimed to deaden sensory nerves, quiet hunger pains, temporarily stim-
ulate energy, increase the power of endurance, but do constitute a 
degenerating force that markedly reduces effi ciency.”76 The issue was set 
aside as something needing further study (and would be taken up after 
the war by the United Nations), but the problem of labor effi ciency and 
its dependence on healthy consumption was of central concern to US 
offi cials, and the circulation of drugs—deemed healthy or harmful—
became central to questions of national security.

In this way, the war highlighted the already intimate connection 
between the mining and pharmaceutical industries. Increasingly a vital 
part of sustaining the “transcendental” contribution of Bolivian Indians 
to the war effort entailed steady supplies of pharmaceuticals. For 
instance, as part of a Bolivian effort to secure national benefi ts in an 
industry dominated by foreign capital, companies like Patiño Mines 
were subject to the Bolivian “Mineral Code.” The code stated that for-
eign “mining enterprises employing more than 200 workers and located 
more than ten kilometers from the nearest town must provide living 
quarters, health services and food to the workers.”77 A healthy industry 
required healthy workers, and here Germany’s early competitive domi-
nance was stark. In the Andes the mining industry constituted the larg-
est “consumer” market for pharmaceuticals and doctors working 
for the “large mining companies” continued, despite economic warfare 
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proscriptions, to place orders with German pharmaceutical manufac-
turers. In January 1942, the US Embassy in La Paz lamented, “Bayer, 
Merck and Schering products had been specifi cally requested by the 
doctors working for these organizations.”78

economic warfare and public health

US economic warfare initiatives encompassed a range of practices 
including the establishment of a blacklist forbidding trade with people 
and fi rms deemed to be enemy nationals or cooperating with the enemy, 
the preclusive buying of raw materials to prevent them from falling into 
enemy hands, a system of import and export controls designed to max-
imize trade in strategic goods, and programs geared toward developing 
new supplies of raw materials, such as the concerted effort to “revive a 
practically extinct quinine industry in Latin America” after Japanese 
military advances cut off Southeast Asian sources of supply.79 Thus, the 
BEW pursued two primary goals: weaken the enemy’s strategic materi-
als arsenal and fi nancial power, and reorient “Latin America’s economic 
activity . . . toward fulfi llment of the war needs of the United States.”80

In the weeks after Pearl Harbor, the foot soldiers of the BEW traveled 
through Peru and Bolivia to “familiarize members of the Legation staff 
with the procedure in Washington for handling Proclaimed List prob-
lems.”81 In July 1941, Roosevelt had issued a Presidential Proclamation 
calling for the compilation of a list of people and fi rms who directly or 
indirectly aided the “enemy war machine” and participated in trade 
“deemed detrimental to the interests of national defense.” Between 
1941 and 1945 the “Proclaimed List of Certain Blocked Nationals” was 
compiled and US fi rms and citizens were prohibited from doing busi-
ness with those listed. In practice the blacklist impacted many enter-
prises regardless of national origin if they were accused of doing busi-
ness deemed detrimental to the “national defense.”82 When the Peruvian 
minister of fi nance asked (perhaps nervously, being of Italian ancestry) 
for clarifi cation on who should be put on the Proclaimed List, the BEW 
personnel explained it included “persons who, by their action and not 
by birth and such, were deemed to be nationals of Germany or Italy, and 
persons whose activities were inimical to the hemisphere as a whole.”83 
In the effort to gain Andean cooperation, the United States framed its 
economic warfare policies as encompassing Axis agents, but also as a 
broad and fl exible category that could target anyone deemed vaguely 
threatening to hemispheric defense.
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While largely successful in relation to securing control over drug raw 
materials, the United States had a harder time intervening in a consumer 
market that until the war had been dominated by German drugs. The 
BEW agents discovered that manufactured drugs constituted a diffi cult 
front in US economic warfare initiatives in the Andes. Eliminating Ger-
man business competition could only be effective if national govern-
ments—like Peru and Bolivia—were willing to target companies accused 
of ties to Axis powers, even if this entailed immediate short supplies of 
medicines deemed essential to public health and the smooth running of 
the countries’ economies. The goal of implementing the Proclaimed List 
in the Andes was complicated further by the fact that as of mid-1942, 
US pharmaceutical manufacturers had not yet extensively penetrated 
the South American market. Drug diplomacy therefore cut both ways. 
As public health was increasingly seen as a component of national secu-
rity, allies like Peru could invoke the public interest to resist limitations 
on their trade with German manufacturers until “legitimate” substitutes 
could be provided. The Peruvian government refused to prevent the dis-
tribution of German and Italian “pharmaceuticals and medicinals,” and 
insisted an exception to the implementation of the US vision for eco-
nomic warfare made sense “for such operations as might be necessary in 
the interest of public health and sanitation.”84 As late as February 1943, 
the US Embassy reported that the Peruvian government refused to cut 
off foreign exchange to German distributors “until we can supply 
American products to take the place of German preparations.”85

Similarly the US Embassy in La Paz reported its failure “to convince the 
Bolivian Government” to deny Proclaimed List nationals foreign exchange 
or to prevent the distribution of their drugs. The reason “that such efforts 
have so far proved fruitless is due, at least in part, to the fact the Germans 
control the drug trade in Bolivia and continue to import products essential 
to the country.” Cutting off foreign exchange to German importers would 
mean that the “country’s economy would be most seriously harmed.”86 By 
June 1942, German drug distribution had been disrupted by naval block-
ades and the closure of German Bayer and Schering drug fi rms in Brazil.87 
And yet, as in Peru, by early 1943, “no replacement sources have appeared.” 
The US Embassy wrote explaining the gravity of the situation to the State 
Department: “The present drug situation is therefore most serious to 
Bolivia, as an absolute shortage of necessary drug products is dangerous to 
the general health of the country; and to the further prosecution of eco-
nomic warfare policies because any dislocation of economy due to the war 
is immediately blamed upon the United States.”



40  |  “The Drug Arsenal of the Civilized World”

Drugs had become critical to “national health” and critical symbols 
of the potential abuses and limits of US power. The US Embassy 
lamented, “German interests can effectively force the Bolivian Govern-
ment to grant them the fi nancial and other facilities they need.”88 The 
US government concluded: “in addition to being a matter concerning 
Bolivia’s public health, pharmaceutical products become a most impor-
tant weapon of economic warfare.”89 Three months later, pharmaceuti-
cals still remained the “knotty segment of the supply problem.”90

Two key objectives emerged in US drug warfare initiatives in the 
Andes.91 The fi rst was the push for Latin American implementation of 
sanctions against Proclaimed List businesses involved in the drug trade. 
The second, a necessary accompaniment to the fi rst, was the concerted 
effort to ensure a reliable replacement supply of US-manufactured 
drugs. The challenge was formidable as new agencies within the US 
government jockeyed for control over the program, as American drug 
companies had not yet penetrated the region, and as regional govern-
ments resisted taking action until public health (and by extension, eco-
nomic production) was guaranteed. In his study of economic warfare 
and the pharmaceutical industry, historian Graham D. Taylor empha-
sizes bureaucratic wrangling between the State Department and the 
BEW as generating enormous ineffi ciency.92 In fact battles between the 
secretary of commerce and the vice president over delays in acquiring 
Latin American sources of quinine led President Roosevelt to dissolve 
the BEW in 1943 and replace it with the Offi ce of Economic Warfare 
under new leadership.93 Despite the infi ghting, there was considerable 
agreement on the value of drugs to national security and a shared belief 
in the need for US intervention in nations across the hemisphere on this 
account. Government offi cials and pharmaceutical businessmen also 
reportedly shared skepticism “about the commercial benefi ts of contrib-
uting to local chemical manufacturing development in Latin America.”94 
The program had to be driven by expanding both supply and demand 
for US-manufactured drugs.

To overcome these obstacles, staff at US embassies in the Andes 
worked with local governments and businesses to assess drug require-
ments and asked US pharmaceutical fi rms to compile and disseminate 
lists of comparable American drugs.95 Drug control brought together 
commercial and strategic interests while creating a network of public 
and private collaborators. The BEW mission reported, “Our whole 
program depended upon getting good commercial intelligence,” and 
informed the US commercial attaché in Peru that “he should use 
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every means to get commercial information.”96 This “commercial intel-
ligence” helped the United States gauge demand for pharmaceutical 
products and implement what it termed a “Drug Replacement Pro-
gram,” a strategy to replace Axis products with US-manufactured drugs. 
Embodying a logic that continued to shape international drug regula-
tion, it was not the chemical substance itself that made a drug desirable 
or undesirable, but rather the political and economic affi liations of its 
manufacturer. Obtaining information about national essential drug 
requirements was critical to the program since governments were hesi-
tant to cut off German suppliers of pharmaceuticals until the United 
States was able to provide “Allied” goods—the very same drugs—as 
substitutes. While it began as a program initiated during the war, this 
market reconnaissance strengthened the US government’s desire and 
capacity to facilitate the ongoing expansion of US corporations into 
those markets.

On the Andean government side, the US commercial attaché sug-
gested that the Peruvian Ministry of Finance create a “Commercial 
Department” to facilitate “greater oversight and control over stocks of 
drug commodities and their distribution.” As of January 1942, this new 
department “now has a staff of approximately sixteen men who are 
devoting all their time to gathering information on essential require-
ments, stocks, prices and related matters.” But as they began their work, 
US representatives complained the estimates they provided were “greatly 
exaggerated and that the investigating and analytical ability of the 
Commercial Department is not high.” Believing the capacities of US per-
sonnel to be superior, and perhaps as a way of gaining greater access to 
information, the BEW successfully suggested that a US offi cer “be placed 
in the Commercial Department not just to advise with but in reality to 
organize and direct its work.”97 By March 1943 US economic warfare 
objectives were gaining ground in Peru, although German-manufac-
tured drugs continued to circulate. The Peruvian government remained 
unwilling to shut down German drug distribution, but did help the 
United States gather commercial intelligence to facilitate the replace-
ment program. A Supreme Decree required reports from all government 
agencies to determine essential drug requirements and medicinal needs, 
and instituted a system of controls to track stock quantities and direct 
distribution.98 The Peruvian Ministry of Public Health also delivered 
product sales information for various Proclaimed List fi rms, which 
the US Embassy handed over to US business interests. Despite these 
efforts some imports of Axis pharmaceuticals persisted until as late as 
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November 1943.99 There was no law requiring the private sector to 
report its drug stocks, and the US Embassy remained frustrated in its 
efforts to “ascertain the present inventories in Peru of German Drugs.”100

This type of collaboration was harder in Bolivia. There too the United 
States believed essential requirement fi gures were “grossly exaggerated,” 
but unlike in Peru, the BEW lamented, “There is no American commu-
nity on whom the Legation can rely for help.”101 In a panicked plea to 
expedite licensing of US drug shipments, an embassy offi cial wrote the 
State Department in January 1943: “Scarcity of American pharmaceuti-
cal products in Bolivia reaching critical stage.”102 However, by April, the 
embassy in La Paz had a more optimistic assessment of the prospects for 
economic warfare coordination. Following a brief tour of the US Vice 
President through the region in an effort to shore up hemispheric soli-
darity, US Ambassador Henry Ramsey was confi dent: “It appears almost 
certain that Bolivia will declare war and if it does we should move 
quickly to present a comprehensive [drug] replacement program before 
the country’s initial and belligerent enthusiasm abates.”

The very next day, April 7, 1943, Bolivia offi cially declared war on 
Germany. Viewing war “enthusiasm” as a boon to US objectives, Ram-
sey went on to suggest that the fi nancial aspects have to be handled 
“before we will have much bargaining power on the matter of adequate 
control.” To that end, he recommended the Export-Import Bank fi nance 
a Bolivian subsidiary bank to fund the drug replacement program, set-
ting aside government funds to help US pharmaceutical fi rms distribute 
in the Bolivian market. The campaign to fi nance the replacement pro-
gram was taken up by the Bolivian Development Corporation (BDC), 
established in 1943 to stabilize the Bolivian national economy through 
US-Bolivian fi nancial arrangements. The BDC was governed by a board, 
half of whom, including the president and vice president, were appointed 
by the Bolivian government and the other half, including the manager 
and assistant manager, by the Export-Import Bank in Washington. In a 
letter addressed to the US vice president seeking support for the bank 
proposal they explained, “[The BDC’s] most effective fi eld of action lies 
in the program of economic warfare through which the democracies are 
attempting to eliminate the fi nancial potency of commercial and indus-
trial interests inimical to the democratic cause throughout the Hemi-
sphere.” The BDC, invoking hemispheric solidarity, wanted to be able to 
“fi nance Bolivian fi rms” so that they might take the business of “distrib-
uting merchandise throughout Bolivia out of Axis hands and return it to 
Bolivians.”103
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The United States was especially concerned that Proclaimed List fi rms 
were able to continue to operate by using intermediaries to disguise, or 
“cloak,” Axis involvement. As the United States pursued its replacement 
programs, dispatches continued to lament German use of business inter-
mediaries. For instance, in November 1943 the US Embassy in Lima noti-
fi ed the State Department that a known “cloak for Schering interests” was 
importing drugs into Peru.104 In contrast, national affi liation with the 
United States offered legitimacy in a context where US economic warfare 
policies drew the line between legal and illegal participation within the 
economy, and by extension delineated the legal and illegal status of drugs 
from various origins. The embassy asked Washington for US corporations 
to devise a list of medicines to replace “undesirable brands” with the 
“names of American, British and other acceptable equivalents” as a neces-
sary step “prior to the initiation of an offensive against these products.”105 
Not only did the promotion of a “national” identity for a drug collapse 
the international supply networks of raw materials into the ideological 
property of “national” manufacturers but also, as a consequence, these 
manufacturers became key players in the fi eld. The most readily available 
source of US pharmaceuticals necessary to replace German product lines 
were those manufactured by former subsidiaries of German fi rms in the 
United States, most of which had been severed from the parent company 
after World War I and transformed—via national affi liations—into legiti-
mate, newly “American” companies.

In response to these worries about a German “cloak for Schering 
interests,” the State Department and US Embassy in Lima coordinated 
efforts to pass on information regarding the annual Peruvian importa-
tion of Schering’s drug products to its former US subsidiary: Schering 
Inc., based in Bloomfi eld, Indiana. The embassy deemed the information 
“particularly timely and helpful to it in adjusting its production and 
sales program to the needs of Peru.”106 These efforts clearly showed a 
process of criminalizing certain economic participants and select pro-
prietary drugs premised on political and economic affi liations. To pre-
vent German Schering from operating through “cloaks,” US Schering, a 
national “cloak” of sorts, was called upon to intervene. A similar policy 
was pursued in Bolivia. The embassy there notifi ed the US secretary of 
state in 1943, “From the standpoint of enforcement of Economic War-
fare policies, and realizing that the outright expropriation of German 
Drug interests is impractical at the present time, the only way to over-
come the [Bolivian] Government’s inertia and to obtain the desired 
cooperation, is to actively encourage and increase the export of ethical 
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products by United States Drug concerns. . . . Any comprehensive plan 
in this direction would necessarily also include an increase in exports of 
the American controlled Merck, Schering and other companies.”107

Expropriation refl ected one wartime tactic for undermining the enemy’s 
economic power, a process that had already transformed both US-based 
drug houses, Merck and Schering, into legitimate drug providers. The 
effort to extend the distribution network of US pharmaceutical compa-
nies’ products (including “ethical” drugs, a contemporary term for drugs 
that required a doctor’s prescription to purchase) refl ected another.

US economic warfare initiatives depended on US collaboration with 
Andean governments, but also on US government and business coordi-
nation. The largest obstacle the BEW confronted was the failure of 
American fi rms to supply the adequate quantity of legal substitute drugs 
or “acceptable equivalents.” As the US Embassy in Bolivia reported, 
“The general lack of interest in the Bolivian market which is being 
shown by American exporters of drugs and pharmaceutical supplies is 
encouraging continued purchase of German products of this nature.” 
The embassy repeatedly observed that the efforts of Bolivian importers 
to do business with US fi rms were thwarted by American pharmaceuti-
cal houses “not interested in the Bolivian market.”108 And the lack of 
American drug replacements undermined US efforts to exert pressure 
on Andean governments to comply with economic warfare initiatives: 
“As the [State] Department is aware the Embassy has been promising 
local merchants an acceptable product to replace German drugs for 
some time and the Embassy’s failure to do so is becoming increasingly 
embarrassing as the available supply of German drugs dwindle.”109

To deal with this problem, the embassy called for government inter-
vention and asked the State Department to put pressure on US drug com-
panies to distribute their products as a wartime imperative.110 The gov-
ernment’s outline for overcoming the drug replacement problem seemed 
to be a combination of a business plan and a national security directive:

1.  That American pharmaceutical fi rms be induced as a patriotic duty to 
enter the Bolivian market.

2.  That American fi rms already having representatives in Bolivia change to 
representatives who will push their products.

3.  That the Board of Economic Warfare, War Production Board, and War 
Shipping Administration be shown the critical importance of American 
pharmaceutical products to the economy of Bolivia and to the economic 
warfare of the United States, so that provision may be made for 
shipments of these commodities.111
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Behind such economic appeals to “patriotic duty” lay the coercive 
capacity of the state. Just before the formal US declaration of war, the 
State Department had issued its “Instructions of September 20, 1941,” 
amended on December 13, 1941 after Pearl Harbor, that set out a stand-
ard of conduct for US fi rms that instructed them to stop doing business 
with Proclaimed List fi rms and warned them that “strict compliance 
with such standard was required.” The BEW mission brought these 
“Instructions” with them to the Andes and gave them to US embassies 
for distribution to “All American concerns.” The State Department 
asked to be kept informed of US companies not cooperating with eco-
nomic warfare policy, explaining the government was in a “position to 
exercise a number of sanctions against any American concerns not 
cooperating.”112

The US government could force US businesses to comply with eco-
nomic warfare initiatives; however, there was in fact a considerable degree 
of collaboration between the government and the private sector in imple-
menting the pharmaceutical replacement program in the Andes. This col-
laboration came in a number of forms. The US government worked with 
other governments and industry players in the Andes and the United 
States to compile lists detailing national medicinal needs, current drug 
stocks, and competitors’ products and delivered this “commercial intelli-
gence” to American pharmaceutical companies.113 To improve US drug 
distribution networks, for instance, the government distributed to US 
manufacturers a list of “fi rms, organizations, and individuals,” including 
government offi ces, the Pan-American Sanitary Bureau, and the Peruvian 
military, that were “interested in importing drugs and pharmaceuticals 
from the United States.”114 When US fi rms refused to work with distribu-
tors who also handled competitors’ products, the embassy tried to get 
more local distributors to enter the market (in striking contrast to the 
comparable refusal to diversify drug importers on the US end).115 Foster-
ing business relations between American and Andean fi rms was paired 
with coordination among agencies of the US government. The BEW and 
the State Department together tracked reductions in German drug sales 
and kept US companies abreast of increased demand. Government agen-
cies also expedited licensing and drug shipments to tackle the replace-
ment problem.

American companies also coordinated with one another to advance 
US economic warfare initiatives. In Bolivia, one of the oldest US mer-
chant businesses in South America, WR Grace, offered to transport 
Parke, Davis & Company drug products to parts of the country where 
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they traveled for their own business. As WR Grace representatives 
explained, they were “happy to haul” pharmaceuticals “if such would 
aid the replacement program.”116 Pharmaceutical companies also 
worked to expand drug sales by cultivating ties with local physicians. 
Parke, Davis & Co., for instance, hired a “resident representative . . . 
[for the] sole purpose of acquainting the medical profession with Parke, 
Davis products,” and the US Embassy prodded other US pharmaceutical 
houses to do the same: “American manufacturers of ethicals will be 
encouraged to compile and distribute such compendiums . . . [in] Bolivia 
and other Latin American countries.”117

These public programs and policies were paired with more covert 
levels of collaboration between business and government offi cials. The 
United States gathered intelligence through business contacts acting as 
undercover agents across Latin America. Even before the United States 
offi cially entered the war, US businessmen had access to extensive mar-
ket information that they shared with the government.118 For example, 
in 1940, responding to a request from the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, 
Maywood provided information about the state of the coca industry in 
Peru, including statistics on quantities of cocaine exported as well as a 
list of cocaine manufacturers in the country.119 After the BEW’s initia-
tive began, these business intelligence networks were more aggressively 
used. As an expression of his “loyalty to this country,” Maywood’s Peru-
vian supplier began providing the company with information on busi-
nessmen in the region, and Maywood in turn passed the information on 
to the US government to facilitate the implementation of the Proclaimed 
List.120 The government actively coordinated these covert intelligence-
gathering efforts, as recommendations made by the Board of Economic 
Warfare made clear: “To handle the job effectively for the whole coun-
try, however, at least two experienced Spanish-speaking American busi-
ness-men should be employed for fi eld investigation. It is suggested that 
these men ostensibly retain their private positions as representatives of 
American business so that their moving about the country unobtru-
sively will be facilitated.”

These “undercover agents” were only one part of a much larger 
“corps of unoffi cial observers” culled from “friendly fi rms” who moni-
tored Proclaimed List matters for the US government.121 All of these 
sites of public and private collaborations ultimately placed the US gov-
ernment and pharmaceutical industry in a decisive position to capitalize 
on the drug trade and the regulatory principles and powers that traveled 
with it in the war’s aftermath.
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scene set for drug control

The experience on the ground in Peru and Bolivia during the war served 
as a laboratory for US-promoted drug control policies around the world. 
By the end of the war, the economic warfare policies had effectively 
squeezed German-manufactured pharmaceuticals out of the Andean 
market, replacing them with the more “desirable” US-manufactured 
equivalents. In Peru, economic warfare policies not only helped US cor-
porations triumph over German business in the realm of pharmaceuti-
cals, but even before the end of the war the United States “ranked in the 
fi rst place as a supplier of merchandise” and was “by far the principal 
source of Peruvian imports,” while also being the most lucrative export 
market for Peruvian raw materials.122 US pharmaceutical companies 
gained knowledge and access to the Andean market and acquired a pref-
erential trade status for US “pharmaceutical specialties.”123 Bolivia simi-
larly emerged from the war increasingly dependent on exports to the 
United States, particularly as the price of tin began to drop and Southeast 
Asian sources of supply returned to the market. Glenn Dorn has described 
the testy negotiations between the State Department, the Foreign Eco-
nomic Administration, large mining companies, and the Bolivian govern-
ment over a new tin contract, where the desire to maintain labor protec-
tions was counterbalanced by the power of large mining companies, the 
sinking price industrial countries were willing to pay, and the vulnerable 
negotiating position of the Bolivian government (which would subse-
quently fall in a coup) ever dependent on tin revenues.124

By the end of the war there was a huge infl ux of US drug companies 
and products into the region.125 This was concurrent with the imple-
mentation in Peru of a drug control apparatus based largely on that 
advocated by the United States. While Bolivia had no industrial produc-
tion of pharmaceuticals, Peru’s limited output made regulatory over-
sight of special concern to American offi cials. In October 3, 1944, the 
Peruvian government issued a decree “establishing regulations for the 
control of the sale and distribution of narcotics in pharmaceutical estab-
lishments in Peru.” The decree followed the system of control already in 
place in the United States by making physician prescriptions necessary 
for sales to the public, closely monitoring distribution, and requiring 
drug manufacturers to notify an inspector general of pharmacy about 
levels of output.126 The logic of drug control promoted by the United 
States clearly had penetrated the upper echelons of the Peruvian govern-
ment. While expressing enthusiasm for these measures, the United States 
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maintained its desire to limit the Peruvian manufacturing of narcotics, 
preferring that Peru remain primarily a provider of raw materials. As 
the Treasury secretary explained to the State Department in 1944, with 
regard to an anticipated Peruvian government monopoly for the manu-
facturing of cocaine, “It would be desirable, however, from the Ameri-
can point of view if the monopoly were confi ned solely to the produc-
tion and sale of coca leaves and not the production of cocaine.”127 
Seeking to maintain the prewar status quo within the coca commodities 
circuit, the United States continued in its efforts to ensure that Peruvian 
involvement was limited to the production and sale of raw materials.

The war also facilitated US dominance in drug manufacturing in 
other ways. For example, in 1944 the US government asked pharmaceu-
tical manufacturers to help organize “intelligence teams” to travel with 
troops deployed in Europe. The Drug Resources Industry Advisory 
Committee (established early in the war and led by the executive vice 
president of AmPharMA) “set up a committee on intelligence objec-
tives” that organized the military-escorted travel of pharmaceutical rep-
resentatives from Eli Lilly, Winthrop, Abbott, American Cyanamid, and 
Dow Chemical, among others, through Europe to assess the drug indus-
try and obtain information regarding “formulae, microfi lms, samples of 
products and other data found in captured German plants or obtained 
from technicians or other personnel of these plants.”128 In this way drug 
manufacturers benefi ted from their close ties to the government, gaining 
privileged access to knowledge of competitors’ products and manufac-
turing processes, while strengthening the collaborative relationship 
between US drug manufacturers and the government.

The end of the war also brought about the implementation of US 
drug control policies in the Allied occupied territories, making the US 
model the de facto global model for the postwar implementation of an 
“international” control apparatus. As early as February 1944, the US 
Department of State was encouraging international support for drug 
control in former Axis territories: “In view of the possibility that after 
the war there will be an increase in the illicit narcotics traffi c and in 
drug addiction in Europe as there was after the last war, it would seem 
desirable that consideration be given to the question of effecting com-
plete control over the narcotic drugs in the areas which come under the 
military or civil authorities of the United Nations.”129

And indeed among the fi rst steps taken after the war’s conclusion, in 
the US Zone in Germany and the Allied Command in the Pacifi c, was the 
“re-establishment of narcotics control.” In Germany, the US proposal to 



“The Drug Arsenal of the Civilized World”  |  49

establish a Narcotics Control Working Party was adopted to centralize 
drug control across the four occupied zones. In Japan and South Korea, 
US occupying authorities established a centralized supervision of narcot-
ics, and the Permanent Central Opium Board (PCOB) (created by the 
League of Nations) expressed its “appreciation of the initiative taken by 
the military authorities responsible for Pacifi c Headquarters, by the 
Department of State and by the Commissioner of Narcotics of the US in 
bringing about this desirable result.”130 As the FBN reported, these initia-
tives extended beyond occupied territory: “We are cooperating with the 
Civil Affairs Division of the War Department as they go into liberated 
territories. They are engaged in reestablishing narcotics control and try-
ing to see that the stocks are properly safeguarded and distributed.”131

As in South America, what this meant was that the United States 
became the primary supplier of manufactured pharmaceuticals in each 
of these regions and a guiding force behind the implementation of a 
drug control and policing apparatus. For instance, since Germany was 
experiencing an “acute shortage” of narcotics—an effect largely of 
Allied warfare policies targeting the German drug industry—the United 
States began increasing its manufacturing output. The Allied Control 
Authority also began policing the legitimate market and making arrests 
for drug “violations.” These policies were consolidated under the US’s 
proposed Narcotic Control Working Party, which was constituted under 
the Allied Health Committee of the United Nations.132

In Japan, the US instituted an even more dramatic restructuring of 
the drug manufacturing economy. As the FBN commissioner testifi ed 
before Congress: “We sent our best narcotic investigators to Japan, at 
the request of General MacArthur, and we have, in conjunction with the 
War Department, briefed about 2,000 civil-affairs offi cers who went 
out there to shut down the narcotic plants in Japan, in Korea, and For-
mosa (Taiwan). General MacArthur has ordered a very strict control 
over drug producing, manufacturing and distributing.”133

Among the war crimes leveled against Japan would be the charge of 
drug traffi cking. The UN Commission on Narcotic Drugs (CND) in 1947 
accused the Japanese of using revenues from the drug trade “to fi nance 
the preparation for waging of wars of aggression” and “to establish and 
fi nance the puppet governments” under its control. Such charges attest to 
the politically charged nature of designating legal and illegal participation 
within the drug market in a context where arguably all major combatants 
had sought to capitalize on the drug trade to wage war. Yet, to the victors 
come the spoils. The United Nations demanded the Far East Commission 
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and Allied Military Authorities allow “no production of raw materials for 
the purpose of manufacturing narcotic drugs” in Japan, adding that “the 
manufacture or conversion of narcotic drugs shall be prohibited.” At 
the same time, the head of the FBN advised stronger controls. Previously, 
the commissioner explained, there had been “no limitation as to quantities 
of narcotics drugs they [Japanese manufacturers] could sell and no records 
or reports of sales was required. There was no governmental supervision 
of these plants,” no licensing, no inspections, and no safeguarding of 
stocks. However, he assured the assembled delegates that with the Allied 
Command, “this situation has been corrected by the installation of brick 
storage vaults, heavy steel doors and dial combination locks.” Moreover, 
the “American Armed Forces in Japan seized . . . crude and fi nished nar-
cotic drugs” and as of June 19, 1946, there was the “enactment of legisla-
tion similar to the American narcotic law which provides for annual regis-
tration, monthly reports, sales by means of order forms or prescriptions, et 
cetera.” As in Germany, the grounds of a drug enforcement apparatus were 
being laid: “Courts are now meting out fi ve-year sentences which inaugu-
rates a new era in narcotic enforcement in Japan.”134

The United States continued to pursue its drug market regulatory 
priorities both independently and through multiparty organizations like 
the newly constituted United Nations. The war forced the two regula-
tory bodies that had previously been responsible for monitoring inter-
national drug control to relocate from Geneva to Washington.135 The 
close relationship this facilitated between drug regulators, US offi cials, 
and the pharmaceutical industry persisted after the war when the United 
Nations became the primary vehicle for multilateral efforts to control 
the international drug trade. Anslinger himself became the fi rst US rep-
resentative to the CND where he “dominate[d] deliberations” on inter-
national drug control.136 It was no coincidence that one of the fi rst mat-
ters of business pursued by the CND was the effort to stamp out (the 
vast majority of) coca production and consumption in Peru and Bolivia 
that was not destined for export to North American pharmaceutical 
houses.137 Signifi cantly, the designation of illegality within the drug 
industry was no longer tied to an enemy national, but broadly and fl ex-
ibly applied to those who participated in the pharmaceutical industry 
outside of the drug regulatory regime’s sanction.

• • •

In the midst of world war, the US government increasingly valued drugs 
as a cure-all for everything from keeping soldiers out of pain, energized, 
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and ready for battle, to maintaining the health and well-being of the 
general population. The ability to provision valuable pharmaceuticals 
bolstered state authority and cultivated loyalty toward the international 
networks that supplied them—in this context both the United States 
and the broader Allied cause. The US military victory gave US drug 
fi rms an advantage in the global restructuring of the pharmaceutical 
industry that came about with the defeat of Germany and Japan in 
WWII. Securing drug supply networks and disrupting Axis access to the 
market also meant, in part, interfering in national economies of the 
Western Hemisphere. At the same time, US troop deployments, and 
the framing of drug procurement and distribution as critical defense 
issues, gave US fi rms a global advantage. Control over the fl ow of com-
modities and the power to designate legitimate participation within the 
drug economy were critical tools deployed by the US government in its 
wartime efforts, which linked winning the war with US economic 
expansion. As a result of this process, American-manufactured and 
-branded drugs were substituted for the same chemical compounds pro-
duced by Axis fi rms, and the legitimate status of any given commod-
ity—its legality—became dependent on the geography of its production 
and the national, political, and economic alignment of its producers, 
rather than the inherent properties of the drug itself.

US economic warfare efforts in the drug fi eld laid the foundation for the 
growing dominance of the American pharmaceutical industry, and the 
principles guiding the policing apparatus that traveled with it. To ensure 
steady raw material fl ows, the state had to establish drug control on an 
international scale, fusing an economic principle with an imperial ambi-
tion. In the anticipations of FSA administrator McNutt, who had called 
upon the pharmaceutical industry to mobilize for war, “Will our old 
sources of opium become readily available, or must we be thinking of new 
sources of supply? And will those new sources be new lands—lands which 
must then straightaway be integrated into the international controls which 
hold in check that dangerous drug? Or will research fi nd a synthetic to 
replace morphine?”138 The United States needed to pursue global controls 
even while trying to stay one step ahead of chemical dependence by culti-
vating domestic technological innovation. The war furthered US goals in 
relation to regulating both the raw materials and fi nished goods in the 
pharmaceutical trade. Drug stockpiling became a critical component of US 
defense mobilization as the society and economy became oriented toward 
a permanent state of war readiness and war. Global demand for US phar-
maceuticals grew as a direct consequence of the war. Looking back on the 
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decade, the Department of Commerce anticipated that 1949 “will repre-
sent the tenth consecutive year in which drug exports will have attained a 
new peak.” Fifty-six percent of those exports went to Latin America.139 As 
in South America, what this meant on the ground around the world was 
that the United States became the primary supplier of manufactured phar-
maceuticals and a guiding force behind the implementation of a drug con-
trol and policing apparatus. The infl uence of the pharmaceutical industry 
and the drug control apparatus that traveled with it persisted as critical 
components of the projection of US economic and political power on a 
global scale.
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American offi cials began imagining and planning for a future of war 
while the embers of World War II devastation still smoldered. For the 
nation, and its citizens, the accumulation of goods seemingly provided a 
bulwark against “major disaster” and shored up an economy and eco-
nomic behaviors intent on being ever ready for the “actual prosecution 
of the war.” This pairing of war preparation with market manipulation 
became a fundamental characteristic of US policies and power. Mass 
consumption emerged as a central feature of postwar American society 
along with a steady stream of advice on how to gain economic advan-
tage; the practice and discourse saturated popular culture and became a 
defi ning trait of the emergent national security state. These postwar 
transformations were evident in consumer culture where the rise in fam-
ilies’ discretionary income encouraged the accumulation of goods in the 

 chapter 2

“Resources for Freedom”
American Drug Commodities in the 
Postwar World

Nations, like men, can be spendthrifts, consuming their 
substance as fast as it comes to hand. For the individual, such 
a policy leads to bankruptcy and ruin; for the nation it may 
spell major disaster. The remedy for both lies in the creation 
and maintenance of a reserve against the rainy day . . .

Energy, industrial or human, being the item in highest 
demand in war, can and should be “canned” in peacetime. 
Stockpiled through wise foresight and carefully planned 
action, it makes available in a critical hour a greater volume 
of energy for the business of fi ghting, the actual prosecution 
of the war.1

—United States Military Academy, 1947
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new homes of a burgeoning suburban America, with kitchen pantries 
readily stocked from the dizzying array of packaged products lining 
supermarket shelves. They were also central to the policies advocated by 
the nation’s defense planners who, as quoted above, embraced and cele-
brated the value of the “canned good.” Historian Lizabeth Cohen 
describes this new “Consumer’s Republic” where over the course of the 
1940s and 1950s, “the mass consumption economy offered an arsenal of 
weapons to defend the reputation of capitalist democracy against the 
evils of communism.”2 And indeed, the ready availability of consumer 
goods became a powerful symbol in the superpower standoff over com-
peting models of economy, governance, and their respective global reach, 
as famously captured in the so-called “Kitchen Debate” of 1959 between 
Vice President Richard Nixon and Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev.3

Beneath such symbolism, there existed for US offi cials a very material 
commitment to reorganize national and international patterns of con-
sumption to enhance the geopolitical infl uence of the US government 
and US capital. In a striking formulation of this new orientation, research-
ers at the US Military Academy explained in a 1947 study, entitled Raw 
Materials in War and Peace, the importance of continuing to maintain 
raw materials stockpiles as “reserve against the rainy day” of war. The 
military’s social scientists warned that a lack of stockpiling preparedness 
at the outset of World War II had been the foremost obstacle to rapid 
wartime mobilization and presented a case for the necessary permanence 
of raw materials accumulation for national security policy. For them, the 
accumulation of goods constituted a store of reserve energy, “industrial 
or human,” available to be plucked out of peacetime cans at the “critical 
hour.” In fact, through public and private collaborations, the nation’s 
capacity to produce excess stocks of consumer goods became more than 
a bulwark of emergency preparedness; the goods themselves became an 
arsenal for exporting US economic and political infl uence.

This was particularly true in relation to the international drug trade. 
The combined private and public efforts to accumulate, distribute, and 
promote the consumption of American-manufactured drugs and phar-
maceuticals in the war’s aftermath entrenched an economic order and 
ideological superstructure premised on US capitalism’s global domi-
nance. This political economy of US power, in turn, depended on the 
policing and regulation of the international fl ow of drug raw materials 
and fi nished goods to promote the consumption of American-manufac-
tured drug commodities around the world. In the decade after World 
War II government efforts to demobilize drugs from the nation’s war-
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time arsenal quickly transitioned into a concerted focus on remobilizing 
drugs on behalf of national defense and forging a role for them as mate-
rial and symbolic ambassadors of the benefi ts of integration into a US 
capitalist world system. The reorganization of the drug trade through 
corporate and government collaborations in the 1940s and 1950s 
reveals how policing and profi t making came together to lay the foun-
dations for a US empire. Michel Foucault’s observation that in the late 
eighteenth century “the economy of illegalities was restructured with 
the development of capitalist society,” rings true too for a modifi ed mid-
twentieth-century capitalism with the US state and consumer culture at 
its epicenter.4

demarcating legality

Postwar efforts aimed at “canning” the power of America’s drug com-
modities encountered unique challenges, despite, or perhaps because of, 
the belief in the remarkable rewards. War-wrought distortions in the 
international drug trade caused concern for US offi cials in the war’s 
immediate aftermath. For instance, US policies pursued to consolidate 
control over drug commodity circuits during the war combined with the 
sudden drop in military drug consumption in the war’s aftermath to 
generate government narcotics surpluses. As soldiers were demobilized, 
the hospitals and medicaments that traveled with them were also packed 
up and, although sometimes sold overseas, were most often shipped 
back to the United States. For offi cials, especially the formidable com-
missioner of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, Harry J. Anslinger, who 
had played such an important role directing drug procurement during 
the war, these dispersed drug stockpiles generated a postwar policing 
imperative to control their redistribution. Various agencies of the US 
government staked out authority over surplus goods reallocation, and 
Commissioner Anslinger moved quickly to assert his bureau’s jurisdic-
tion over all narcotic drugs. As the war’s end neared the FBN “consid-
ered the matter of disposition of surplus narcotic drugs as of the great-
est national importance” and quickly secured the authority “to receive 
and to retain custody of these surplus narcotic drugs for eventual gov-
ernment use.”5 Managing the generation and large-scale redistribution 
of surplus goods became a structural component of postwar US eco-
nomic power, and narcotic drugs as both surplus and as controlled sub-
stances posed a unique challenge. With fewer troops deployed, the 
demand for painkillers, especially the potent “narcotic” drugs (which 
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included an array of opiates, cocaine, and a new array of synthetic 
drugs), diminished and the FBN was anxious to obtain monopoly con-
trol over their redistribution and stockpiling. The FBN sought to limit 
and defi ne the boundaries of the legal fl ow of drugs through sanctioned 
circuits and stockpiles and in the process refashion the “surplus” into 
legitimate, nationally valuable stores of consumable goods once again. 
In July of 1945, less than a month before the US atomic bombing of 
Japan hastened the war’s end, Anslinger successfully petitioned to make 
the FBN the sole agency responsible for “the disposition of surplus nar-
cotics” in the United States.6

As head of the FBN, the commissioner presented a multifaceted argu-
ment before obtaining centralized control over US national and over-
seas stocks of government-designated “surplus” narcotics. “I consider 
this to be a very desirable arrangement,” Anslinger explained to his 
superior in the Treasury Department, “as I believe it will eliminate the 
possibility that narcotic drugs declared surplus by the Army and Navy 
will fi nd their way into the illicit traffi c.” There had been, he noted, 
“considerable trouble in this respect after the last war.”7 Along with the 
specter of an imminent rise in illicit drug traffi cking, Anslinger included 
in his argument for FBN monopoly control over narcotic drug surpluses 
an invocation of America’s international obligations. He maintained 
that any narcotics transfers for civilian medical use would “violate the 
spirit, if not the letter” of international drug control conventions that 
the United States was signatory to. In particular Anslinger mentioned 
the 1931 Geneva Convention’s proscription against the accumulation of 
drug stocks in excess of national quotas pegged to legitimate medical 
and scientifi c demand (although the United States did not include 
national security stockpiles in calculating its quota). The FBN believed 
acquiring sole authority over drug redistribution was necessary to pre-
vent excess drugs from entering the market, guaranteed adequate sup-
plies for national defense stockpiles, and ensured the federal agency’s 
own dominance over narcotics policy.8 Anslinger had been able to 
expand the FBN’s infl uence over national drug policy during the war, 
and he now successfully maneuvered, through invoking the specter of 
the illicit trade and drug treaty obligations, to have his and the bureau’s 
infl uence continue to grow in the war’s aftermath.

In Anslinger’s eyes, coupled with the threat of illicit traffi cking were 
the dangers posed by the (uncertain) qualities of the drugs themselves 
and the security of locations where they might be stored. Anslinger 
emphasized the “dubious quality of most narcotics which become sur-
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plus.” Highlighting the uncertain chain of custody of demobilized drugs, 
the varied origins and inconsistent storage conditions, and the frequent 
lack of uniformity and purity of samples, Anslinger declared that the 
sale of such drugs to “civilian agencies for medical use would be unsafe.” 
The diffi culties of surplus drug quality control, he warned, could even 
“contribute to a disaster in a given hospital.” The FBN’s position was 
that hospitals should not be storing drugs in any case, given the inade-
quacy of their security facilities. In an almost obsessive detailing of the 
security obstacles accompanying the storage of drugs in hospitals, the 
bureau cautioned that, unlike “[drug] manufacturers [who] are required 
to have secure masonry vaults or heavy safes, burglar-resistant by 
Underwriter’s Laboratories’ certifi cation, supplemented by A-1 central 
station, electrical burglar alarms, the usual hospital is notoriously inse-
cure . . . not one in fi ve hundred has an electrical burglar alarm of any 
kind. Their so-called ‘safes’ are usually thin metal lockers. Their phar-
macies are usually thin tile or plaster walled rooms with common key-
locked wooden doors, to which there are several keys.”

This emphatic enumeration of security conditions contrasted the 
supposedly paltry situation at publicly accessible hospitals with 
the advantages of pharmaceutical manufacturers’ private facilities. The 
FBN asserted that only its own vaults, the government stockpile, and 
the storage facilities of private drug manufacturers were the most secure 
locales for drug stockpiling. This hierarchy was indicative of the high-
level collaboration between drug companies and the US government 
that was increasingly central to profi tability within the drug market and 
in the regulatory apparatus designed to sustain it. In this vision, private 
capital and police agencies of the US government working together 
were best equipped to overcome the public menace of the potential 
illicit lurking everywhere: “Orderlies, delivery men, other hospital per-
sonnel, and even visitors, pass to and fro about them at all hours. 
Numerous building entrances stand open or remain unlocked, many 
times day and night, for the ingress and egress of doctors, nurses, hospi-
tal employees, delivery men, visitors, or passers-by. In other words, hos-
pitals are not prepared to take care of dangerous drugs except for small 
stocks on a current, rapid turnover basis.”9

The shadow of the illicit functioned as a powerful stimulus for a 
government-corporate drug regulatory alliance. The FBN argued the 
only way to ensure that drugs were safely handled, storage vaults were 
secure, drugs were pure, the United States was fulfi lling diplomatic obli-
gations, and it (the FBN) was able to combat the illicit traffi c, was to 
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establish its own monopoly within the government, within the nation, 
and within US-controlled portions of the world over the disposition of 
narcotic drugs deemed “surplus” to immediate government needs, in 
close collaboration with the pharmaceutical industry. It also further 
consolidated the FBN’s infl uence more generally since the bureau was 
the agency responsible for granting licenses to pharmaceutical fi rms 
desiring a role in the narcotics trade. The bureau’s arguments were 
taken seriously, and by 1946 directives went out informing the military 
that all narcotics deemed surplus to divisions in foreign theaters as well 
as on domestic soil were to be delivered to the “Drugs Disposal Com-
mittee” of the Treasury Department’s Federal Bureau of Narcotics.

Anslinger’s obsession with security attested to the diffi culty of neatly 
delineating and enforcing boundaries of legality where slippage from 
licit to illicit drug circuits (and back) was pervasive, and where the regu-
latory innovations themselves often generated confusion over where the 
line between legal and illegal lay. The illicit market in a very real way 
was the productive consequence of government efforts to delineate the 
boundaries of legality. As a consequence, the history of the emergence of 
a robust regulatory apparatus is also the history of the identifi cation 
and targeting of the illicit drug trade, the former the defi nitional precon-
dition for the latter. As Itty Abraham and Willem van Schendel have 
observed, “both law and crime emerge from historical and ongoing 
struggles over legitimacy, in the course of which powerful groups suc-
ceed in delegitimizing and criminalizing certain practices.” This study 
takes their counsel to heart: “Students of illicitness must start from the 
assumptions that states cannot simply be equated with law and order, 
and that illicit practices are necessarily part of any state.”10

While the FBN sought to capitalize on the dynamic interplay between 
the legal and illegal, it frequently found itself challenged by the instabil-
ity of the boundary separating the two. Take for instance an incident 
that happened according to one offi cial account, “on or about” July 1, 
1947, when a sick prisoner was taken from the Utah State Prison in Salt 
Lake City and transported to a hospital, where he died. This event, 
which might otherwise have passed relatively unnoticed, received a con-
siderable amount of attention after the autopsy determined that the 
prisoner, Henry Spencer McLeece, had “died from the injection of an 
unknown narcotic drug.” The local FBN agent and his district supervi-
sor based in Denver joined the warden and other prison offi cials in 
conducting the subsequent investigation. The source of the hypodermic 
syringe and the drugs fatally consumed by the prisoner, it turned out, 
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had been the Naval Supply Depot in nearby Clearfi eld.11 In fact, the 
district supervisor reported to his boss, FBN Commissioner Anslinger, 
that the drugs responsible for the prisoner’s demise had been procured 
from stores of government military surplus. Specifi cally, they had been 
part of a lot, “a hospital unit sold by the Navy Department through the 
War Assets Administration to the Utah State Hospital for Poliomyelitis 
and other Crippling Diseases,” a hospital that was being built at the 
time.12

But how had the drugs come to be in the prison? The year prior to 
this incident the Utah State Hospital had purchased from the Navy a 
“100-bed naval hospital unit” that had been designated surplus to mili-
tary needs. With the Navy wanting to deliver the unit and the hospital 
still being under construction, the hospital’s board of directors managed 
to have the equipment stored in the interim in “an uncompleted cell-
block in the new prison on the outskirts of Salt Lake City.” In the pro-
cess of unloading the Naval Supply Depot delivery trucks, about two 
weeks before prisoner McLeece died, prisoners laboring at the Utah 
State Prison discovered a crate marked “Bourbon Whiskey 100-proof.” 
They hid the crate under the loading platform and later smuggled it 
away through “a tunnel under the cell-block.” When the prisoners 
opened the crate, along with whiskey, they found an array of narcotics 
including 1250 morphine syrettes (disposable injection devices), opium, 
and opium derivatives in other forms, an eighth of an ounce and 1000 
packaged tabloids of cocaine hydrochloride, along with various other 
synthetic drug preparations, according to an inventory list drawn up by 
the prison warden.

In offi cial correspondence relating to the investigation, no one at the 
Federal Bureau of Narcotics, the Utah State Prison, the Naval Supply 
Depot, the War Assets Administration, which had facilitated the sale, 
nor the Utah State Hospital seemed surprised by the fact that a “100-
bed naval hospital unit” might have narcotics as part of its inventory. 
Narcotics—which were defi ned by national and international drug con-
ventions of the times as opium and coca, their derivatives (and a grow-
ing list of synthetic substitutes)—were, after all, routinely used as pain-
killers in general medical practice; the government considered them 
essential materials in the recently concluded war. Regardless, all of those 
involved in this particular transaction professed ignorance of narcotics 
having been included in the lot of surplus military property sold to 
the state hospital. Perhaps this was connected to the odd packaging. A 
crate marked “Bourbon Whiskey 100-proof” fi lled with narcotics might 
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easily be, or appear to be, contraband, not least since offi cial acknowl-
edgment of the narcotics’ existence was only provided after a prisoner’s 
death. At what point the drugs had in fact crossed the line and become 
technically contraband—whether before the crate ever made it into the 
surplus naval hospital unit, or only once it was removed from the unit 
by prisoners locked in the Utah State Prison—was not a question any of 
the government authorities or institutions involved seemed particularly 
eager to explore. The narcotics had remained in state custody through-
out, after all; from the Naval Supply Depot to the state prison, as they 
were dispersed through the inmates’ prison cells and bodies and, fi nally, 
at least for a portion of the drugs, coming to rest at the state hospital 
morgue.

All parties to the business claimed no prior knowledge of the drugs’ 
inclusion in the sale. Yet, in a gesture which calls into question many of 
the offi cial reported details, the FBN agent submitted a list to headquar-
ters detailing the drugs that had yet to be recovered. The listing was 
based on an initial inventory inexplicably dated after the drugs had fi rst 
been delivered to the prison. How an accurate inventory could be com-
piled after the narcotics’ dispersal (and presumed at least partial con-
sumption) within the prison did not seem to matter. The warden confi -
dently claimed he had recovered all the drugs except “those hidden by 
the dead man” and expressed his willingness to “plow up whole fi elds” 
to fi nd the missing stocks. The Narcotics District Supervisor was 
impressed by what he described as the warden’s “energetic investiga-
tion,” in particular, “that this matter was kept a secret by the Warden 
and other prison offi cials as long as possible” in order that the hunt for 
the last portion of unrecovered drugs be the most effective. With a 
majority of the “inventoried” stocks recovered and an explanation for 
how the drugs wound up in prisoners’ hands, the district supervisor 
ultimately concluded, “It is diffi cult to place the blame for this unfortu-
nate incident.”13

The contradictions and unanswered questions in the agent’s report 
may have been less important than the fact of presenting some account-
ing of the “surplus” commodities involved, providing the documentary 
evidence for the bureau’s fi les (and any further investigations) of having 
regained a sort of control over the situation. And this control, as embod-
ied by the offi cial actions taken, meant redistributing the recovered nar-
cotics into channels deemed legitimate once again. The drugs seized in 
the prison were turned over to the FBN. The supervisor of medical sup-
plies at the Naval Supply Depot assured the investigators that any addi-
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tional narcotics present in the remaining twenty-nine hospital units they 
had in their custody would be removed “without too much trouble and 
expense” in the course of a planned transfer of the units to another 
warehouse. To avoid a similar scenario, the Navy assured the FBN that 
the remaining units would not be sold, but rather “held in reserve for a 
possible future war.” The only punishments meted out, not surprisingly, 
were against the prisoner-consumers. In the course of an undocumented 
number of interrogations by prison offi cials, at least a few prisoners 
were threatened with delayed parole. And, two weeks after Henry Spen-
cer McLeece passed away, the FBN district supervisor reported fi ve pris-
oners “are now in solitary confi nement, and their punishment will be 
decided upon at a later date by the Warden and the Board of Corre-
ctions.”14

The need to reassert some sort of control over the “illicit” narcotics 
themselves was one thing—accomplished ultimately through the pun-
ishment of those with the least amount of control over the drug com-
modities’ circulation. Why the Navy had sold narcotic drugs to a civil-
ian hospital was quite another. Both concerns centered on defi ning the 
parameters of legitimate participation in the drug market: who could 
store, consume, and provide narcotic drugs to whom. While answers to 
the fi rst matter reverberated primarily in the lives of those incarcerated 
or who worked in the prison, the second touched on structural ques-
tions of authority and control over the legitimate circulation of drug 
commodities amid national and international economic and political 
restructurings in the war’s aftermath. Working from the assumption 
that the narcotics had been pilfered from “legitimate” stocks, the FBN 
wanted to know why narcotic drugs had been transferred—sold—from 
military to civilian stores, against federal policy directives granting the 
FBN sole authority and forbidding such transactions. The War Assets 
Administration claimed the hospital unit was sold before they had 
received instructions not to “accept declarations for or including nar-
cotic drugs.”15 The Navy Supply Depot, similarly, “had no explanation 
as to why the narcotic drugs had not been removed,” despite having 
seen the directive. No mention was made—in either case—of the crate’s 
“100-proof whiskey” labeling that gave no indication, in any case, of 
the box’s actual content, which would have made foreknowledge of the 
narcotics’ inclusion by either agency highly suspect. Nevertheless, the 
FBN seemed satisfi ed with these explanations for this particular inci-
dent. The drugs were accounted for, punishments doled out, and the 
drugs’ circulation was once again in the legitimate realm.
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stockpiling and remobilizing for defense

The establishment, control, and policing of national stockpiles of drug 
commodities became manifestations of the powerful stance of the United 
States in relation to the rest of the world. So too were the new prisons, 
hospitals, and warehouses that increasingly stored the nation’s capital. The 
stockpiling of commodities, along with the immense value of the “energy, 
industrial or human,” stored within them, refl ected economic and political 
transformations that far exceeded the immediate postwar concern of han-
dling military surpluses. The FBN’s troubled efforts to assert monopoly 
control over military surplus narcotic drugs occurred amid a profound 
shift in US national security policy that placed an unprecedented peace-
time urgency around preparations for war. Initially inspired by lessons 
learned during World War II on the strategic importance of controlling the 
supply and fl ow of strategic commodities, particularly raw materials 
deemed essential to waging war, in the fi ve years following the cessation of 
hostilities these principles guided government defense policy as it sought to 
remobilize the nation for war against the Soviet Union.16

The Cold War merely accelerated what had already become central 
to US policy: building a US-centered international economic and regula-
tory order to sustain and extend the unrivaled geopolitical and eco-
nomic position in which the United States found itself at war’s end. As 
Thomas McCormick said, “By 1945, it had become axiomatic to Amer-
ican leaders that two prerequisites were necessary for the world system 
to function in an economically effi cient and political stable way. First, 
there had to be a constantly expanding world economic pie. Second, 
there had to be a hegemonic power capable of enforcing rules of behav-
ior necessary to ensure that expansion, and punishing or isolating those 
who refused to accede to those rules.”17 A key mechanism for securing 
this outcome was through US dominance over international market 
fl ows. Examining the principles and logic behind the consolidation of 
this economic vision provides a revealing perspective on the emerging 
ideological and material foundations of US capital’s growing global 
power and the policing that sustained it. The US public and private 
capacity to acquire, stockpile, and control the circulation of commodi-
ties, especially drug commodities, was quite consciously seen as a way 
to lessen dependence on market fl uctuations and the trade proclivities 
of foreign powers, as a tool for replacing European and Japanese colo-
nial infl uence in the Third World, and as a mechanism for countering 
the real or imagined infl uence of communism around the globe.
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In 1944 both military and civilian offi cials tackled the question of 
what to do with material surpluses at war’s end. The US Military Acad-
emy lamented that the period between the First and Second World Wars 
had only “witnessed the birth and feeble infancy of a national policy 
with respect to raw materials.” Problems encountered in the acquisition 
of material resources during the latter war inspired a recommendation 
to make stockpiling central to long-term strategic planning. By October 
1944, Congress, intent that stockpiling become a permanent feature of 
national defense policy, passed the Surplus Property Act “to aid the 
reconversion from a war to a peace economy” by ordering the place-
ment of surplus strategic and critical materials in a government stock-
pile to be available for national defense or emergency.18 This vision was 
furthered after the war when offi cials reformulated the government’s 
1939 Strategic Materials Act with the passage of the 1946 Strategic and 
Critical Materials Stock Piling Act that characterized defense stockpil-
ing as a necessary component of peacetime policy. The following year, 
the same month the FBN scrambled to contain the fallout from the 
“illicit” circulation of military surplus drugs, President Harry Truman 
readied the nation for a new type of war. On July 26, 1947, the presi-
dent signed the National Security Act that reorganized the institutional 
foundations of national defense by creating the National Security 
Resources Board to coordinate economic mobilization, along with the 
Department of Defense, the National Security Council, and the Central 
Intelligence Agency. These institutional transformations refl ected a shift 
toward a more aggressive foreign policy, propelled by the president’s 
call in March of that year for the global containment of communism (a 
policy that later came to be known as the Truman Doctrine).

The need for such institutional changes seemed apparent in 1950 
when President Truman declared a national emergency in response to 
Chinese Communist intervention in the confl ict on the Korean penin-
sula. Immediately, as had happened at the outbreak of World War II, the 
government rapidly sought out the collaboration of the pharmaceutical 
industry. Just ten days into the state of emergency, Drug Trade News 
reported, “Key U.S. Agencies move to speed up mobilization plans for 
the drug industry.” Federal and state governments responded to the 
state of emergency in part by allocating increased funds for the stockpil-
ing of drugs. According to the national Civil Defense director, the gov-
ernment “would spend $400,000,000 for stockpiling critically needed 
civil defense supplies during the next three years.”19 With the fi rst “hot” 
war of the Cold War underway, more than a year after the Soviets had 
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demonstrated their capacity to build and detonate a nuclear bomb, 
medicines stockpiles along with bomb shelters and duck-and-cover 
drills seemed necessary preparation for a potential attack on the Ameri-
can civilian population.

The Cold War helped solidify the policy link between drugs and 
national security that had been evident for more than a decade since the 
government began accumulating stockpiles in the 1930s. When federal 
gold reserves were transferred from the Treasury Department’s vaults in 
Washington to Fort Knox, the vaults were subsequently fi lled with gov-
ernment-surplus narcotics.20 This transfer came about after Congress 
had devalued the dollar in 1934, providing at least a symbolic counter-
point to the steadily increasing value of drug commodities in economic, 
political, legal, social, and cultural life.21 In truth, the government moved 
the gold reserves in an effort to better protect them from a possible 
enemy invasion.22 But Anslinger himself emphasized that drug stockpil-
ing had “even more value,” or at least the equivalent importance of 
safeguarding gold. “We could not store it anywhere else, unless it would 
be in a Fort Knox gold vault,” he informed the press, “because a nar-
cotic addict will go to almost any length to obtain opium and a person 
who could steal even a small part of the supply would have a small for-
tune.” Beyond its dramatic symbolism, the replacement of gold by nar-
cotics in the US Treasury was a very material refl ection—locked up in 
concrete vaults—of the importance the government attributed to con-
trolling drug commodities. Narcotics embodied the growing interdepen-
dence of corporate and government power with the government osten-
sibly storing private companies' stockpiles for future use. Anslinger 
bragged the government “does not own an ounce of” the stockpiled 
opium. “Manufacturers and medical supply houses furnished the money 
to purchase it through the government, and hold the rights to use it 
under federal sanction for medical uses as needed.”23 Drug commodities, 
and the public and private institutional networks involved in regulating 
them, did in fact do much of the work of establishing a new world order, 
and drugs assumed a powerful place among the transferable assets of 
capital with their remarkable interchangeable properties.

Storing and controlling the fl ow of drug commodities bolstered 
national power, while at the same time becoming more diffi cult through-
out the 1940s as the quantities of drugs in circulation continued to 
grow. While the Naval Supply Depot in Clearfi eld, Utah, had apparently 
not been informed of the government’s directives granting the FBN cen-
tralized control over drug dispositions at the time of the prison fi asco, 



“Resources for Freedom”  |  65

many government agencies did comply with its imperatives. There were 
a number of different ways that drugs made their way to the FBN’s 
Drug Disposal Committee. In addition to drugs received from the War 
Assets Administration, the FBN itself accumulated drugs it had confi s-
cated in police raids, as well as from stocks of drugs surrendered by 
retail drug stores that were going out of business. The FBN worked 
hard to ensure the fate of these drug stockpiles bolstered its own insti-
tutional importance in relation to the government’s national security 
efforts, even as the Treasury Department’s vaults rapidly proved inade-
quate for the growing cache.

This was one of the reasons why the FBN was not eager to cooperate 
with a 1952 US Attorney’s Offi ce investigation into an illicit cocaine ring 
in Washington. In an exposé of the investigation published in the Satur-
day Evening Post, the Assistant US Attorney revealed that the source of 
cocaine had been traced back to the vaults in the basement of the US 
Treasury. Since as far back as 1949, a janitor working in the Treasury 
Department had been supplying “several major narcotics offenders, big 
operators who had been in business for years.” Over the course of two 
and a half years an estimated thirty to one hundred ounces of cocaine 
and between twenty and fi fty pounds of marijuana had been delivered to 
the “underworld.” The US Attorney’s Offi ce and Federal Bureau of Nar-
cotics agents took the indicted janitor, Eddie Gregg, to the Treasury 
Annex to demonstrate his methods. As the story was told, “The entrance 
to the room was a heavy grilled-iron door with a section of steel, encas-
ing the lock, across the middle. There was a knob on the inner side of the 
lock, but none outside. Unless he had had a key, it was diffi cult to imag-
ine a man getting past this formidable roadblock.” So “Eddie looked 
around and spotted a piece of brown cord, like that used for wrapping 
packages” (one might wonder how it came to be there for the demon-
stration) and managed to work the doorknob from the other side. The 
incident reveals—as does the story of the prison in Utah—the tenuous 
delineation of legal and illegal commodity circuits, along with the inevi-
table—and often profi table—slippage that occurs at its boundary.24

Eddie’s easy entry made a mockery of the Treasury vault’s security 
system and oddly exposed the futility of the Federal Bureau of Narcot-
ics’ preoccupation with security and controls. More striking, the chair-
man of the FBN’s Drug Disposal Committee was unable to provide 
investigators with an accounting of the quantities of drugs stolen. His 
explanation that “the system used in keeping inventory in the store-
room, losses or thefts could be sustained and yet not be recorded” was 
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vastly inconsistent with the FBN’s own directives and warnings con-
cerning the handling of such stockpiles. Whether true or simply told to 
the grand jury, this inconsistency reveals the uneven expectations of 
accountability and powers of enforcement in the realm of drug control 
at that time. In the end, considering the impossibility of determining 
that any given quantity of drugs had been stolen, the grand jury cited 
the FBN for “negligence” and was forced to dismiss several of the indict-
ments for lack of evidence.25

Commissioner Anslinger, unsurprisingly, preferred to highlight the 
necessary and valuable role the FBN played in bolstering the nation’s 
defenses. The same year the Treasury vaults began supplying DC’s drug 
traffi cking underworld, the commissioner boasted to Congress of the 
FBN’s expertise in handling drug surpluses and the valuable role the 
institution played with regard to defense mobilization. Appearing before 
the congressional committee tasked with approving the FBN’s annual 
budget in February 1949, Anslinger described how the bureau had “sent, 
since the war’s end, some 30 express cars” to the “Munitions Board 
Stockpile,” which he estimated accounted for “several million dollars 
worth of the stuff.” The “stuff” in question seemed to include an array of 
drugs; as the commissioner explained, “the only drugs that we destroy 
are drugs like marijuana, for which there is no medical need.” The com-
missioner reassured his audience that the FBN handled drugs appropri-
ately to maximize public safety and provide for the national defense. If 
there was any question over the chemical content of the drugs coming 
into FBN possession, Anslinger explained, he passed the drugs on to a 
pharmaceutical manufacturer licensed to work with narcotic “alka-
loids,” which in turn purifi ed the questionable substances before the 
FBN sent them on to the strategic stockpile.26 Drug surplus stocks grew 
so large that by June 1952 the Federal Bureau of Narcotics was over-
whelmed by the quantities of surplus narcotics being transferred into its 
custody.27 As a result, the FBN procedure for handling the drugs—having 
all surplus narcotics pass through the FBN to be recorded, tracked, 
stockpiled, or released for fi nal disposition—was modifi ed to have drugs 
shipped directly through the General Service Administration either on to 
the national stockpile or turned over to authorized manufacturers for 
reprocessing: “to purify all of this stuff,” as Anslinger put it.28

The pharmaceutical industry found itself in a unique position, with 
private drug manufacturers assuming a central role in government 
defense mobilization as “reworkers” of drug materials. Private drug 
manufacturers were given the critical task of transforming excess into 
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valuable goods. While the government designated an array of drugs 
essential to national defense and destined for national stockpiling, of 
those legally labeled “narcotic” only opium stocks were considered 
“defi cient or insuffi ciently” developed and were therefore targeted for 
acquisition by the government.29 As the regulations outlined, “Opium 
and opium derivatives, and preparations thereof, (normally strategic 
and critical material) should be reported to General Services Adminis-
tration by the holding agency and if acceptable for the purpose should 
be ordered to be forwarded direct to the stockpile.” All such transfers, 
whether to the national stockpile or the stores of manufacturers, contin-
ued to be tracked by the bureau, which made sure these excess narcotics 
were stockpiled in “adequately safeguarded storage facilities.”30

Any drugs rejected for the stockpile should be destroyed or sent to a 
“registered manufacturer” where chemists could “rework the drugs . . . 
into a suitable form,” or exchange them for drugs “acceptable for stock-
piling.” The bureau went on to specify that for medically valuable “sur-
plus narcotic drug preparations” which were not needed for the national 
defense stockpile, including drugs such as “cocaine and the synthetics 
Demerol, Dolophine, etc.,” the preferred “mode of disposal” was to 
exchange them for strategic drugs of an equivalent value.31 From the 
government’s perspective the value of drugs like cocaine that fell into 
the FBN’s possession resided less in their chemical substance, or a fear 
of inadequate access to them, but in their exchange value. Thus drug 
commodities were a critical component of the new defense mobiliza-
tion, either as nationally stockpiled material for the eventuality of war, 
or, as in the case of surplus cocaine, as a drug strategically exchangeable 
through the manufacturer for other narcotics like opium, needed for the 
stockpile. In the process, pharmaceutical manufacturers were integrated 
into the effort of defense mobilization as reprocessors, exchangers, and 
providers of strategic drug materials.

resources for freedom

By the end of the decade the mutable value of drugs and the logic under-
lying efforts to direct drug market fl ows in the interest of national defense 
were important components of a much larger global and economic 
agenda being advanced by the government with a spirited imperial ambi-
tion bolstered by Cold War compulsions. A pamphlet issued by the Exec-
utive Offi ce of the President, entitled “The Story of Defense Mobiliza-
tion: How the United States Is Building Its Might in Order to Avoid a 
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Third World War,” communicated this vision: “The increasing menace of 
the forces of communist aggression requires that the national defense of 
the United States be strengthened as speedily as possible.” The same day 
on which Truman declared a national emergency in response to events 
unfolding on the Korean peninsula, he also created the Offi ce of Defense 
Mobilization (ODM) to coordinate and oversee all mobilization activi-
ties of the federal government. In particular, the ODM had two central 
aims: one, “to gear the American industry to production for defense,” 
and two, “to back up that mighty effort with a stable economy.”32

The importance of resource stockpiling to secure this stable economy 
and American visions for a new world order was clearly illuminated 
when Truman convened a President’s Materials Policy Commission in 
January 1951: “We cannot allow shortages of materials,” the president 
explained, “to jeopardize our national security nor to become a bottle-
neck to our economic expansion.”33 The Materials Policy Commission’s 
task was to devise a plan to guide the acquisition and disposition of 
materials deemed essential to national security, and to assess the ade-
quacy of both government and private industry practices. The president 
advised that materials surpluses would provide for domestic necessities, 
and also that national security depended on international economic 
expansion to generate ever-greater material supplies so as to avoid any 
“bottleneck” that might obstruct a growing US empire. By the time the 
commission published its fi ndings and recommendations in a 1952 
report entitled Resources for Freedom,34 the problem of controlling the 
fl ow of raw materials that had so dominated US concerns during the 
war, as well as the problems of surplus materials disposition in the war’s 
aftermath, had increasingly been tied not just to control but to a per-
ceived necessity of expanding that raw materials base. In an expression 
of the circular logic whereby growth was tied to demand which was tied 
to further growth, fusing the military and economic foundations of US 
capital’s expansion, Resources for Freedom explained: “Military secu-
rity depends heavily on a vigorous and expanding economy to produce 
the overwhelming quantities of the equipment, machinery, and supplies 
necessary for modern military strength. On the other hand, healthy eco-
nomic growth depends importantly on military security to maintain 
that climate of confi dence in the future in which private enterprise fl our-
ishes. Neither military nor economic strength can be raised to its highest 
potential without an abundant and varied fl ow of materials.”35

US drug stockpiling and control efforts went forth in the dual con-
text of the need to handle drug commodity surpluses from war demobi-
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lization, as well as facilitating the international fl ow of raw materials 
and US-manufactured drug commodities to meet the adjusting demands 
of remobilizing for defense—a cold war of US expansion.

National security was defi ned in relation to the military’s capacity to 
maintain circumstances where “private enterprise fl ourishes,” which 
meant the state had a role in facilitating US private capital’s interna-
tional expansion. This expansion was predicated upon generating a 
demand—a market—for US-manufactured goods, so as to keep the 
cycle of growth and expansion operative. Working within an ideological 
framework whereby overseas consumption of US-manufactured goods 
was presented as the most desirable route to global economic develop-
ment, the authors of Resources for Freedom characterized US expan-
sion as a service, geared toward meeting the “needs” and demands of 
the world. The global consumption of American goods and resources 
was the path of the future. The commission explained that the report’s 
“central task [was] an examination of the adequacy of materials, chiefl y 
industrial materials, to meet the needs of the free world in the years 
ahead.”36 By the early 1950s when Resources for Freedom was com-
piled, the national resources “mobilization” effort had already been 
largely transitioned from its structural foundations in wartime US poli-
cies to a postwar state of permanent “defense mobilization” whose 
“supreme objective,” according to the ODM, was “not war, but peace.”37

This particular “peace” embodied US international ambition and 
was premised upon the accumulation of raw materials and control over 
the fl ow of fi nished goods, a program that gained urgency from the 
threat of Soviet competition. The commission described the best inter-
ests of the “free world” as dependent on the US extraction and stockpil-
ing of the world’s raw materials and their processing, repackaging, and 
global redistribution as American-manufactured goods. The possibili-
ties for both deploying and expanding the Resources for Freedom char-
ter were grand. As the commission concluded, “The less developed 
nations have the materials; the industrial nations have the capital and 
the technical and managerial skills. These facts suggest the possibility of 
a new era of advancement for the world which is dazzling in its prom-
ise.”38 But there were obstacles to the implementation of America’s 
promise of global development. In the aftermath of World War II and in 
the context of global imperial reorderings, the US government worried 
that “Less developed countries . . . resent the stigma of ‘colonialism’ 
which to their way of thinking attaches to economies heavily dependent 
on raw materials exports.” The United States, however, argued that 
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national ambitions to industrialize—at least in the “less developed 
world”—were impractical to the new world order, dismissing the senti-
ment as an unproductive relic of resentment toward European colonial-
ism. Looking at the global marketplace, the commission lamented that 
these countries “are often more intent on industrialization than materi-
als development.” The “free world” needed to contribute the raw mate-
rial resources to hold onto freedom, which in the realm of a sought-after 
US hegemony meant an accompanying dependency on US-manufac-
tured goods. Thus the US government envisioned the commodity con-
trol apparatus as a critical component of securing and extending its 
powers in the postwar world. This US vision of stability and control 
required maintaining various countries’ unequal participation in the 
world economy. The commission’s answers to the colonial “resent-
ments” of the less developed world was to seek to lessen market “insta-
bility” so as to help these countries overcome their fears of vulnerability 
to market fl uctuations in the context of producing a few major materi-
als for export. US ideology promoted market structures that might 
eclipse (in language quite self-conscious of this) the former colonial 
might of European countries.

Beyond providing leverage in the global political economy, the Gov-
ernment Commission on Resource Mobilization concluded that stock-
piling as a “device” “offers an attractive alternative to subsidies” in fed-
eral efforts to generate national production for defense mobilization.39 
Holding materials for future use was cheaper, reduced foreign depend-
ency in times of crisis, and also provided what the commission described 
as the “security advantage of certain possession.”40 This policy under-
wrote enormous power and profi t for both the government and private 
producers who gained disproportionate access to commodity stores and 
signifi cant leverage over material fl ows within the international market-
place. This advantage did not only reside in having access to the market 
and use-value of the stockpiled materials themselves. It also freed up 
labor and other critical resources. In a formulation that echoed the US 
Military Academy’s logic presented in this chapter’s epigraph, the presi-
dent’s commission explained, “When materials are stockpiled, other 
economic resources such as manpower, energy, and transportation are 
automatically stored with them as constituents of extracted and proc-
essed materials.”41 Thus the stockpiles were a reserve supply not only of 
critical and strategic commodities, but also of the international labor 
power, energy, supply networks, and other resources that had gone into 
their production. As globally derived American stores, these stockpiles 
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provided the necessary pool of resources to fuel US capitalism’s postwar 
expansion.

drugs and national power

The government’s overarching vision of the necessary intersection 
between economic policy, national security, and US global infl uence was 
particularly attuned to the central importance of the nation’s pharma-
ceutical industry. As the Commission on Resource Mobilization 
explained, “Practically every industry is dependent on the chemical 
industry to a considerable degree, and this is also true of every house-
hold and consumer.” The array of products churned out by the nation’s 
chemical and pharmaceutical laboratories provided the foundational 
building blocks for both America’s expanding consumer culture and 
for strengthening the country’s capacity to confront challenges in the 
world. The peculiar qualities of the commodities themselves made them 
exceptionally adaptive to the changing demands of the time. The com-
mission detailed that the “Chemical industry also, above all other indus-
tries, has a great capacity for adapting itself to variations in raw materi-
als, because to a large extent it can work out methods for using raw 
materials interchangeably. Finally, it has a great capacity for meeting 
crises.”42

The report continued, “Examples are many—dyestuffs, fi xed nitro-
gen, medicinals, synthetic rubber, silk, quinine, ivory, camphor.” The 
capacity of the industry to transform substances at the molecular level 
meant that the largest companies in the market were involved in both 
pharmaceutical and chemical production. It was the alchemical power 
of the industry, its capacity to use raw materials “interchangeably,” to 
have laboratory science parse and reconstitute substances into an array 
of products spanning medicinal, industrial, and even nutritional uses, 
that made it so valuable to a national defense policy premised on mobi-
lizing production to ensure preparedness for crisis.

The new and special importance of the industry was particularly dra-
matic when compared to other sectors of national production. From 
1939 to 1949, the chemical industry grew much faster than other indus-
tries, with its growth measuring almost two times the rate of all other 
industrial growth combined.43 The importance of the pharmaceutical 
industry and drug commodities specifi cally was evident in the fact that 
they were stockpiled not only in the national stockpile, but also by 
the Army’s own war reserve stockpile, in the Federal Bureau of 
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Narcotics’ Treasury stockpile, and in the inventory stockpiles of private 
manufacturers. The government estimated private manufacturers’ 
“inventory building [was] many times greater than stockpile acquisi-
tions” by the federal government. And, in fact, the “Government delib-
erately encouraged private accumulation of raw materials” through 
“credit, inventory control, and import policies” as aspects of mobiliza-
tion for national defense.44

The US government’s interest in subsidizing expansion in pharma-
ceutical output had the mutually reinforcing goals of retaining adequate 
stockpiles of drugs to meet civilian and military needs in response to 
domestic attack or war, while also providing the groundwork for US 
expansion. These ambitions were forged through the experience of 
World War II, were premised on a vision of US global dominance, and 
became amplifi ed as the Cold War invigorated corporate and govern-
ment collaboration. The US government and pharmaceutical industry 
emerged from the war in unprecedented positions of infl uence. The 
challenge consequently, as both saw it, was not just to maintain but also 
to actively expand their authority in the world. The Department of 
Commerce joined the president and the ODM in articulating this senti-
ment. In 1949, the department’s bulletin, World Trade in Commodities, 
invoked the pharmaceutical industries’ wartime expansion in the West-
ern Hemisphere as a model for the future. “Surely with the knowledge 
acquired in cultivating Latin America,” the bulletin opined, “more 
visionary promotion should be conducive to somewhat comparable per 
capita results in the Eastern Hemisphere. In conjunction with Western 
Europeans, perhaps the drug-consuming possibilities of Eastern Europe, 
Africa, the Near and Far East may be developed as never before. Some 
United States drug houses are thinking and acting on this premise but 
many more might profi tably do so. . . . As the outstanding medical 
center and source of effi cacious therapeutic products, the world expects 
us to display this type of leadership.”45

Segmenting the world into frontiers for US market expansion, the 
Commerce Department encouraged companies to build from the model 
of success in Latin America to exploit the “drug-consuming possibili-
ties” of the rest of the world. Pairing a celebration of economic promise 
with a refashioned version of the white man’s burden (“the world 
expects us to display this type of leadership”), the department’s Offi ce 
of International Trade latched onto another key aspect of the unique 
capacity of drugs to advance US dominance. The power of drugs to 
advance human health meant US companies, the primary producers of 
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“effi cacious therapeutic products,” had a unique role to play as both 
emissaries of the benevolent goals of US foreign policy and as engines 
propelling national economic growth.

While the Commerce Department delighted in visions of “cultivat-
ing” an expanding market for US pharmaceutical goods, the pharma-
ceutical trade press celebrated its material realization with the “fantastic 
growth of the US foreign market.” Whereas in 1939 only $22.5 million 
of pharmaceuticals were exported, by 1954 the fi gure was anticipated 
to have “topped half a billion dollars.” This phenomenal growth was a 
low fi gure at best given the fact that the “biggest U.S. drug companies 
[had] moved major sections of their manufacturing, processing, and 
packaging operations to overseas subsidiaries since the war.”46 The 
trade press joined the Commerce Department in viewing Latin America 
as having been the initial site of this expansion. Explaining in 1949 the 
“industry trend” to increasingly export “fi nished products,” Business 
Week suggested, “The war had a lot to do with this, too. It opened up 
markets once controlled by the German drug industry—particularly 
Latin America.”47 While international raw material extraction to sustain 
national defense stockpiles remained a vital aspect of US foreign policy, 
during World War II the establishment of distributors and the marketing 
of US-manufactured goods to consumers became a primary policy 
objective. Increasingly in the war’s aftermath, sitting on top of materials 
stockpiles, the latter aspect of market penetration became an essential 
instrument of US imperialism. The term imperialism here is deployed as 
a category of analysis that, as Paul A. Kramer points out, “foregrounds 
the analysis of power and politics on a global scale.” In the context of 
examining US efforts to control drug commodity fl ows, the imperial 
framework is useful for “tracing trajectories from production to con-
sumption in order to illuminate uneven, hierarchical relationships 
between and within nation states.”48

The creation of markets for US-manufactured goods became the cen-
tral object and indicator of US capitalism’s success. There had been two 
principal components behind the effective introduction of US-manufac-
tured goods into Latin America that the government and private indus-
try believed had been critical: decentralization of operations and effec-
tive marketing. By the end of the 1940s, the Commerce Department 
viewed the decentralization of pharmaceutical companies as a measure 
of US advance. It explained the process had begun in Latin America, 
was brought by US companies into Europe in the war’s aftermath, 
and was being introduced in the developing world (initially into the 
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geography of the former British empire) with the growing penetration 
of US capital:

For the past decade, interest and participation by United States producers in 
decentralized operation have been focused on the major countries of Latin 
America. Following the end of the war, however, there has been a progressive 
focusing upon western European prospects. Since January 1949 pharmaceu-
tical production and marketing teams from the United States, averaging two 
fi rms a month, have been investigating the situation in prewar competitive 
countries, and the trade press has chronicled plans, agreements, and the 
inauguration of facilities in many instances. Recently this same interest has 
become evident in Egypt, South Africa, India, and the Philippines.49

As this description suggests, the government tracked and facilitated 
private business connections and exploratory investigations into foreign 
markets, so as to ensure not just the maintenance, but also the extension 
of US dominance in global pharmaceutical manufacturing. US manufac-
turers benefi ted from the privileged access to markets they gained as a 
result of war, new alliances and dependencies, and, in the case of Ger-
many and Japan, the postwar occupation of former “competitive coun-
tries.” While US pharmaceutical houses had already decentralized oper-
ations to some extent in the Latin American market, the war provided 
an opportunity for accelerated US decentralized expansion into 
Europe—and Europe’s former colonial territories.

International decentralization within the pharmaceutical industry 
helped US companies avoid national tariffs for foreign-manufactured 
goods, and brought US commodities competitively closer to the sites of 
sale. It also tended to enshrine the American industry’s dominance as 
local industrialists could rarely outmatch the production capacity of 
multinationals already established in a capital-intensive industry.50 
Most often decentralization occurred in local packaging and distribu-
tion operations for goods that had been manufactured in the United 
States. In fact, it was the US goods themselves, along with the capitalist 
toolbox they traveled with, that would be the emissaries of American 
imperialism. Marketing US-manufactured goods—despite the interna-
tional origins of the time, labor, energy, and raw materials stored in 
them—as “American” brought the “Resources of Freedom” to the rest 
of the world, while the bulk of the profi ts—ideological, political, and 
economic—accrued to the nation. Marketing then, the Commerce 
Department argued in the January 1949 edition of World Trade in 
Commodities, was the other critical tool to be gleaned from successes in 
Latin America: “It would seem as though our sales grew in proportion 
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to the scope and intensity of promotional efforts. Indicative of this, sales 
of all commodity groups increased in the Western Hemisphere. . . . In 
fact, 56 percent of total drug exports are for nearby neighbors number-
ing about 140,000,000 customers, primarily Latin Americans.”51

Interestingly this assessment was made as an explanation for why sales 
in the pharmaceutical industry had not been as strong outside the West-
ern Hemisphere. De-emphasizing other factors—including the majority 
of the world’s lack of access to dollars to buy US goods (the postwar Dol-
lar Gap)52—the Commerce Department proselytized that sales of US 
commodities grew in direct proportion to marketing: “the scope and 
intensity of promotional efforts.” Marketing was critical. Capturing 
new markets entailed promoting the distribution and consumption of 
US-manufactured goods, along with the capitalist ideology, operations, 
and packaging necessary for their dispersal.

The pharmaceutical industry’s valued contribution to the nation’s 
“Resources for Freedom” had its origins in the close collaboration 
between the industry and the government during World War II. After 
the war, as US global economic ambition confronted a new geopolitical 
climate, this partnership intensifi ed to the mutual advantage of key 
industry players and government agencies intent on entrenching an 
international economic order attuned to a new vision of US national 
defense. The linking of defense to economic expansion, with the United 
States acting as the largest global accumulator of key raw materials and 
primary exporter of manufactured goods, had signifi cant ramifi cations 
for growth in the pharmaceutical industry and, importantly, for the 
elaboration and implementation of a drug regulatory apparatus. The 
partnership between the government and pharmaceutical companies to 
sustain stockpiles and penetrate international markets encouraged the 
growth of concentrated economic power. This model envisioned the 
United States as the powerhouse behind global economic and political 
integration, and it relied on an increasingly limited number of private 
corporations working with the state. This tendency toward monopoly 
was clearly on display in the pharmaceutical industry, which during the 
postwar period underwent rapid vertical integration, with fi rm sizes 
increasing dramatically and reorienting their expenditures toward 
research development, and marketing.53 These organizational changes 
aligned well with the government’s new desire to encourage the creative 
exploration of raw materials’ “interchangeable” properties while advo-
cating increased efforts at marketing and exporting American goods 
abroad. Signifi cantly, public and private collaboration to these ends 
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required the parallel growth of a regulatory system to police the entire 
drug commodity chain: the supply of raw materials, the participation in 
industrial production, and the circulation of the fi nished goods. The 
remainder of this chapter examines this process in relation to the post-
wars government regulation of coca commodities in collaboration with 
companies involved in the trade.

coca commodities, corporate collaboration, 
and legal controls

The monopoly logic of enforcement, which granted the FBN primary 
stewardship over the redistribution of government surplus narcotics, 
depended on FBN collaboration with select companies involved in the 
drug trade who, as a result of these policies, acquired a de facto monop-
oly over aspects of drug raw material imports, distribution, and manu-
facturing. This monopoly conformed largely to key economic relations 
already established between private and public capital during World 
War II that helped situate the pharmaceutical industry in an unprece-
dented position of political and economic infl uence. Efforts to control 
the coca commodity circuit in this context—at least to limit participa-
tion in the market to that which could be effectively monitored by the 
government—provides a window onto the regulatory underpinnings of 
the national security program outlined in the Resources for Freedom 
report. Government collaboration with the three US companies most 
directly involved in the coca commodities trade, Merck & Co., Inc., 
Maywood Chemical Works, and The Coca-Cola Company, paired the 
selling of American drug commodities internationally with expanding 
the nation’s global infl uence.

Corporate relationships forged with the government during World 
War II persisted in the war’s aftermath, and this was especially true for 
Merck & Co. When Anslinger testifi ed to Congress that the FBN sent all 
surplus narcotics unsuited for the national stockpile to an unidentifi ed 
“alkaloidal” fi rm, it is quite likely he was referring to Merck. The com-
pany was one of only a handful authorized to import narcotic drug raw 
materials and extract alkaloids from them. It is diffi cult to determine the 
exact number of authorized fi rms since the FBN in 1943 ended its prac-
tice of publishing a list of licensed fi rms in its annual report on the Traf-
fi c in Opium and Other Dangerous Drugs (perhaps refl ecting the general 
turn toward government secrecy that accompanied defense mobiliza-
tion). Nevertheless, Merck had historically occupied the unique position 
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of being the only one of fi ve licensed narcotics importing fi rms author-
ized to import both coca leaves and opium.54 As a contemporary chroni-
cler of the US pharmaceutical industry described Merck’s unique posi-
tion, “Almost everything at Merck & Co., Inc. is bigger, better or fi rst.” 
The Merck Manual of Diagnosis and Therapy was (and remains) the 
medical profession’s bible for matching drug treatment to diagnosis, and 
during the war “pharmacists’ mates on submarines and paratroop doc-
tors went into action with the Merck Manual in their pockets.”55 As the 
company’s offi cial chronicler recounted, “The wartime spirit of coopera-
tion accelerated progress,” with the company receiving government sup-
port for plant construction and research and development. The new 
warehouses and accompanying large drug stockpiles ensured that “from 
the 1940s on, increases in scale cut costs dramatically, increasing demand 
and transforming the market for medicinal chemicals.” At Merck’s Stone-
wall plant, for instance, which was built during the war in Elkton, Vir-
ginia, to comply with the government’s request that facilities be built at 
least two hundred miles inland to be protected from enemy attack, 
annual vitamin output transitioned from grams to tonnage, lowering 
consumer prices and consolidating the company’s dominance in the 
fi eld.56 Merck’s expansion was tied to the wartime phenomena observed 
by the Drugs and Pharmaceutical Unit of the Bureau of Foreign and 
Domestic Commerce: “Under the impetus of gigantic wartime needs, 
many drug manufacturers have achieved undreamed-of capacity.”57

The company’s leadership included an array of men directly involved 
in coordinating the government’s efforts to mobilize drugs for the 
nation’s defense both during the war and in its aftermath. The line 
between private and public in this context becomes diffi cult to disentan-
gle. During the war the fi rm’s president, George W. Merck, “was person-
ally entrusted with one of the most sensitive jobs in the war effort: 
chairmanship of the United States Biological Warfare Committee. Under 
his direction American scientists explored virulent strains of human 
plant and animal diseases so that the United States could be ready to 
mobilize man’s most powerful enemies if the Germans or Japanese used 
them fi rst.”58 In George Merck’s report to the government on this 
research he advised that while the fi eld was “born of the necessity of 
war, [it] cannot be ignored in time of peace; it must be continued on a 
suffi cient scale to provide an adequate defense.”59 For this service Merck 
was later awarded the Medal for Merit. In 1947 Fortune Magazine cel-
ebrated George Merck for his war service, which also included an 
unpaid advisory role on the Munitions Advisory Board’s Chemical 
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Advisory Committee. Merck’s infl uence in the government remained 
evident in the frequent trips the president made “to Washington as a 
consultant to Defense Secretary Lovett.” Merck’s vice president, George 
Perkins, also held a wartime position as “a colonel in the Army’s Chem-
ical Warfare Service,” and a member of the company’s board of direc-
tors served as the wartime head of the nation’s research and develop-
ment program. George Merck became the face of the pharmaceutical 
industry cast as public benefactor, committed citizen, and protector of 
national health and defense, even gracing the cover of Time magazine 
in 1952, above the suggestive quote “Medicine is for people, not for 
profi ts.”60 One year earlier, President Harry Truman appointed him to 
the National Science Foundation, and President Dwight D. Eisenhower 
reappointed him.61 Such ties were widespread; by the end of the decade 
Vannevar Bush, described by the company as the man who “ran 
America’s entire defense research establishment,” became chairman of 
Merck’s board of directors.62

These economic and political connections persisted. After the war, as 
part of the Drug Resources Industry Advisory Committee, Merck exec-
utives (along with a number of other major pharmaceutical houses) 
advised the National Security Resources Board and Munitions Board of 
the Department of Defense in developing industrial mobilization plans, 
in particular with regards to the “procurement of medicines, medicinal 
chemicals, drugs, biologicals, surgical dressings, and antibiotics for the 
entire civilian economy in time of emergency and for the armed forces, 
and the production potential of industry.”63 Both these government 
agencies worked with the FBN to establish civil defense procedures 
whereby the fi rst response to “disaster striking an area” would be to 
“alert every wholesale drug house” to provide “what they need for 
immediate casualties and within half an hour a truck could be dis-
patched to that point under police escort and have not only enough 
morphine for pain, but other drugs, and have them instantly available 
. . . the wholesale druggist would be the key man.”64

These political connections had profound effects on policy and prof-
itability and helped establish the privileged position of select pharma-
ceutical companies like Merck within the drug manufacturing business. 
Merck as a privileged and politically connected importer and manufac-
turer of controlled substances became an infl uential policy advisor and 
central provider of “medicinal chemicals” for the government and other 
drug manufacturers in the context of defense mobilization. Stockpiling 
would be critical to maintaining this position. What Fortune character-
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ized as a “nagging problem of inventory” generated by Merck’s “pro-
duction effi ciency” was the need for possession of “a reasonable stock-
pile of imported raw materials for such products as narcotics and 
quinine.” The raw materials stockpiles ensured the capacity to produce 
more and to do so quickly, since for Merck, “medicinal orders must, if 
at all possible, be fi lled instantly from stock.” As a primary provider of 
medicines, Merck had peculiar needs to stockpile drugs, much as the 
government’s own stockpiling policies were broadly conceived in rela-
tion to anticipated global demand. The fact that Merck “had (and still 
has) about half the U.S. narcotics business, and it manufactured a long 
line of high-purity, low-bulk chemicals for pharmaceutical, food, labo-
ratory and miscellaneous industrial uses,”65 placed the company in a 
position of being a primary supplier for the rest of the industry—a mid-
dleman supplying the reworkable raw materials of national drug manu-
facturing.

The political infl uence of Merck’s leadership, its economic might, 
and its capacity to stockpile and supply other drug manufacturers posi-
tioned the fi rm well to dominate the US export market. Business Week 
reported in 1949 that across the drug industry common stock values 
had increased signifi cantly from before the war to its aftermath. At the 
head of the corporate pack was Merck, whose common stock in the 
later 1930s had ranged between $0.30 and $1.74, whereas by 1948 it 
was rated at $7.34 per share.66 Merck’s powerful domestic position also 
made it an increasingly signifi cant player in the global drug trade. Glo-
bal demand for US drug exports had grown as a direct consequence of 
the war. As early as December 1941 Barron’s, an investor publication, 
reported that the “increase in the company’s business since 1938 can be 
attributed to the war, which has resulted in a stimulation of exports and 
large purchases by the Federal Government.”67 Looking back on the 
decade, the Department of Commerce described how every year drug 
exports reached a new peak.68 A few years earlier, in 1946, Merck set up 
PWR Export Corporation “to handle the growing volume of foreign 
sales.”69 As Fortune reported on the company’s overseas business, 
“Before the war Merck had none to speak of. . . . Today, however, it is 
quite sizable.”70 Export sales soared by over 700 percent from a total of 
$24 million in 1940 to $171 million in 1951.71 Having been primarily 
in the drug wholesale business, after merging with Sharpe & Dohme in 
1953, the company fully embodied the vertically integrated powerhouse 
whose laboratories churned out an array of pharmaceutical and chemi-
cal concoctions for human, animal, agricultural, and industrial uses 
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with a “new emphasis on global operations.” In the wake of World War 
II’s destruction of competitors’ plants and markets, Merck embraced a 
“vigorous return to globalism,” and with the formation of Merck North 
American and Merck Panamerica, export sales grew to some 20 percent 
of the company’s overall revenue by the early 1950s. The new chief 
executive offi cer in 1955, John T. Connor, described the fi rm as a “free 
world enterprise based in the United States.” Over the next six years 
“total assets in foreign manufacturing tripled,” and the international 
wing of the company was running twenty plants in nineteen countries 
around the world.72

As a privileged player in the narcotics trade, Merck came to have 
enormous infl uence over national defense policy in relation to all drugs, 
and became one of the most formidable players in the international 
chemical fi eld. The story of Maywood Chemical Works’ close collabora-
tion with the government, as the only other FBN authorized importer of 
coca leaves apart from Merck, further reveals the evolving relationship 
between the government and select drug manufacturers during this time 
period. Maywood was the world’s largest importer of coca leaves, and 
in the war’s aftermath it was able, with the helpful intervention of the 
Coca-Cola Company, to maintain a manufacturing monopoly on the 
production of a nonnarcotic fl avoring extract from the leaves. This 
depended on securing support from the FBN both in terms of limiting 
participation in the coca leaf import market by means of government 
licensing, as well as securing adequate stockpiles to sustain the growing 
international market for America’s famous soft drink. Maywood’s role 
in the coca-based commodity market shows more than the increased 
economic concentration that accompanied drug control. It also refl ected 
the alchemical possibilities of a drug manufacturing process producing 
end products that could move (or attempt to move) beyond the regula-
tory gaze in the form of new commodities that were not necessarily 
policed or controlled substances, but that benefi ted from the parameters 
of participation within the legitimate drug market established by the 
drug control regime.

While it had been during World War I that a number of US subsidiar-
ies of German pharmaceutical houses were fi rst nationalized, World 
War II also produced a number of confi scations, at least of those por-
tions of corporate assets that continued to be held by “enemy” nation-
als. In the case of Maywood, the working out of such a seizure and 
subsequent sale further reveals some of the mechanisms that justifi ed 
and sustained a limited arena of economic participation in the drug 
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trade.73 Upon hearing of the upcoming auction of Maywood stocks 
seized by the Alien Property Custodian during the war, Ralph Hayes, an 
executive at Coca-Cola, wrote to the US Commissioner of Narcotics in 
January 1949 to advocate on Maywood’s behalf. At that time, Coca-
Cola had an obvious stake in the company’s future, being responsible 
for almost half of Maywood’s sales income as the sole purchaser of a 
coca leaf extract manufactured by its chemists.74 Hayes explained to 
Anslinger, “It is our frank hope, as one customer of Maywood, that it 
might be the successful purchaser” of the shares being held by the gov-
ernment. Hayes informed the FBN that he had spoken with the Alien 
Property Custodian and had determined that aside from Maywood, 
S. B. Penick Company was the only other prospective bidder. Outlining 
the grounds that might be used to assess the suitability of potential bid-
ders, Hayes emphasized that “fi rst, naturally, would be [their] fi nancial 
responsibility, moral reputation and industrial capability.” He went on 
to suggest that restricting ownership would advance the country’s drug 
control agenda, arguing it was necessary to deploy the “same considera-
tions you would have in mind” for those seeking to “import materials 
of the type brought in by Maywood.” In other words, the fact that May-
wood imported “special leaves” (the legal category for coca leaves 
imported for the manufacturing of Coca-Cola) raised security concerns 
surrounding the importation of controlled substances.75

Ultimately, the Commissioner of Narcotics agreed. Apparently hav-
ing contacted the Offi ce of Alien Property subsequent to receiving Hay-
es’s letter, Anslinger outlined a response to the Coca-Cola Company’s 
concerns. The FBN expressed a particular interest in the matter “from 
the standpoint of control measures over the narcotic drug traffi c; that 
Maywood has been cooperative from this point of view” and that Pen-
ick was “a comparative newcomer in the narcotic production fi eld.” 
Fusing Hayes’s arguments regarding industrial capability with concerns 
over moral responsibility and the dealing in controlled substances, the 
FBN assented to Coca-Cola’s view of the matter. The bureau “would 
rather see Maywood continue” having total ownership of company 
stock in light of their record of being “cooperative” with the govern-
ment in ensuring effective drug control. Policing imperatives, thus in 
effect, were deployed to justify limiting participation in the manufactur-
ing market.76 The company particularly was not eager to see Maywood’s 
monopoly over the provision of its product’s fl avoring extract subject to 
economic infl uences outside—and even in potential competition with—
their already-established business partner.
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By highlighting the need to ensure adequate drug control, Coca-Cola 
successfully sought—through the government’s enforcement appara-
tus—to eliminate the interference of a potential competitor. Since 
at least the 1930s Penick had been trying to gain entry into the coca–
soft drink market, yet had been unsuccessful in acquiring legal supplies 
of coca leaves.77 Their bid to take control of what amounted to almost 
a quarter of Maywood stock presumably would have given them 
access to this valuable commodity.78 While the rivalry, or “Cola Wars,” 
between Coca-Cola and Pepsi-Cola have received considerable atten-
tion, for the most part they played out in competition over consumer 
markets and sales.79 With regard to the acquisition of raw materials for 
beverage manufacturing, an argument grounded in the value of drug 
control worked to the competitive advantage of Coca-Cola and its 
pharmaceutical supplier of coca leaf extract, Maywood. Later the same 
year, US offi cials continued to try to discourage Penick from entering 
the coca processing business, this time by denying their application to 
import coca leaves. When Penick tried to argue for their inclusion in 
the coca manufacturing market, the Chief Counsel of the Treasury 
Department A. L. Tennyson outlined arguments that might be made 
to discourage them. Again, drug control imperatives, specifi cally the 
“international movement toward limitation of production of coca 
leaves,” became the justifi cation for restricting market participation. 
Additionally, the Treasury offi cial emphasized other discouraging fac-
tors, highlighting the import duty expense, the Internal Revenue tax, “in 
addition to initial cost, transportation charges, and expense of produc-
tion.”80 Thus government regulation in and of itself was presented as a 
burdensome—and from the government’s perspective a hopefully pro-
hibitive—obstacle to expanded participation in the drug manufacturing 
market.

While the number of participants in the coca leaf import and manu-
facturing market was carefully limited, the scale of production steadily 
increased. It is in this realm that the convergence of interests in stockpil-
ing for defense and the expansion of concentrated economic power 
come to the fore. It was during this period that Maywood began to 
stockpile larger quantities of coca leaves to meet, as Maywood’s Presi-
dent M. J. Hartung explained to the FBN in 1948, the increased demand 
that came with Coca-Cola’s expansion and “process improvements.” 
Maywood anticipated its need for coca leaves would almost double in 
the next decade. In a letter to Anslinger verifying Maywood’s authoriza-
tion to expand importations of coca leaves, Hartung characterized the 
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company’s future dependence on stockpiling: “To make operations eco-
nomical and profi table, MCW [Maywood Chemical Works] must be in 
a position to extract coca leaves without interruption, and the seasonal 
availability of leaf in Peru and the uncertain shipping facilities from 
Salaverry, necessitates the keeping of an ample stock of leaves on hand 
in this country. We are accordingly now building up a reserve at May-
wood and we understand that this has your approval.”81

To ensure profi tability—by supplying coca extract to fuel Coca-
Cola’s global expansion—Maywood was building a Federal Bureau of 
Narcotics’ sanctioned reserve store of coca leaves. Maywood needed the 
stockpile, the company suggested, to avoid seasonal fl uctuations in coca 
leaf supply or “uncertain” Peruvian facilities that might adversely affect 
the company’s access to raw materials. South America fi gured as the 
“uncertain” aspect of the commodity circuit that stockpiling was 
intended to overcome. Maywood invoked Coca-Cola’s expanding pro-
duction as an almost naturalized, if not explicitly valorized, aspect of 
the equation. As stockpiling became increasingly central to national 
defense, the defi nition of “defense” came to include policies designed to 
protect select corporations invested in the US drug market.

As this correspondence suggests, the federal government intervened 
in the drug market to police the boundaries of legality regarding raw 
material production, distribution, and manufacturing. This was imple-
mented primarily through limiting the scale and scope of participation 
within the market—while ensuring an adequate fl ow of raw materials 
to authorized manufacturers. The advantages of these collaborations 
for select private companies extended to other areas of operations. 
When Commissioner Anslinger received data on the Peruvian coca 
industry, he forwarded it to Maywood executives. The company’s presi-
dent responded with an expression of his appreciation for the “map 
showing the coca growing areas and the location of crude cocaine fac-
tories in Peru. Because of our connections with Peru these maps are 
especially interesting to us and I deeply appreciate your having sent 
them.”82 Mutually advantageous ties were forged between licensed drug 
manufacturers and the government agencies charged with policing the 
drug market. This model of drug control produced a convergence of 
interests that helped establish a relative monopoly over aspects of drug 
manufacturing, and corporate benefi ciaries could invoke their coopera-
tion as justifi cation for maintaining privileged access to the market not 
merely with regard to raw materials, but also in relation to the world-
wide circulation of fi nished goods.
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exporting resources for freedom

The close collaboration between the FBN, Maywood, and Coca-Cola 
extended into the realm of exporting and marketing America’s “resources 
for freedom,” the canned (or bottled) consumer products deemed essen-
tial to maintaining and extending US power. Pharmaceutical companies 
like Merck and Maywood occupied critical roles in economic defense 
mobilization as processors and reworkers of drug commodities for gov-
ernment and private stockpiles. The third company centrally involved in 
the coca trade, Coca-Cola (a primary purchaser of chemically reworked 
coca leaves), assumed the role of reworking labor, marketing, and con-
sumer habits to meet the needs of the company—and American capital-
ism more generally as it expanded into the world. Fittingly, for the fi rst 
time in the magazine’s history, on May 15, 1950, Time featured a branded 
product on its cover: a giant smiling Coca-Cola logo personifi ed, cradling 
the head of a thirsty world as it suckled on a Coke bottle. Echoing the 
message of the feature article contained inside the issue, the cover image 
caption read “World And Friend,” and its subtitle emphasized the mone-
tary and cultural profi t to be made from Coca-Cola’s overseas operations: 
“Love that piaster, that lira, that tickey, and that American way of life.”

The company had been aggressively pursuing international markets 
since the 1920s and by World War II, with the help of the Coca-Cola 
Export Corporation established in 1930, the company had bottling 
plants in Europe, Asia, and South America. However, it was wartime 
collaboration with the government to ensure adequate supplies of Coca-
Cola for the nation’s military that laid the groundwork for the compa-
ny’s subsequent unprecedented international expansion. The company’s 
offi cial biographer described the convergence of patriotism and profi t 
making in her assessment of this history: “The war was history’s ulti-
mate drama of good against evil. . . . And when men like [then Coca-
Cola President Robert W.] Woodruff at the head of large companies 
spoke of helping the war effort, of abetting the fi ghting forces, they can, 
in the context of the time, be credited with speaking as much out of 
patriotic as profi t motivation.” The company was very conscious of the 
ways in which this dual motivation might be received as an imperial 
imposition and worked hard to cast its bottling franchise system as a 
means to “avoid the appearance of the ‘ugly American’ in foreign coun-
tries and to offset American intellectuals’ denunciation of ‘exploitative,’ 
giant multinational corporations.”83 To this end, in order to feed a 
thirsty world, the company promoted its commitment to cultivate local 
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ground troops of distribution. Time celebrated the company’s elaborate 
training program for future overseas bottlers and distributors that it 
fl ew in to be schooled at a training session in New York, where they 
went on to various US plants and spent time at Coca-Cola’s “central 
Production School” in Atlanta. Time promoted Coca-Cola’s trainee 
education as “one of the miracles of organization” that had made the 
company so successful. In a vision suggesting the hegemonic force and 
benefi ts of US capitalism Time declared: “Coca-Cola coolly takes hold 
of Japanese capitalists, German bureaucrats and Bolivian laborers and 
trains them to do a series of specifi c jobs in every move and thought the 
way they are done in America. What’s more, the trainees like it.”84

Specifi cally, according to H. B. Nicholson, the company’s president in 
1952, Coca-Cola was training this global labor force “in production 
and sales promotion.” Echoing Time’s presumption of the benefi ts such 
training brought to the world’s laborers, capitalists, and bureaucrats, 
Nicholson explained, “[T]he basic attraction for Coca-Cola salesmen is 
the sense of dignity they are given to feel in their jobs. People every-
where are proud, especially in the depressed areas of the world.” Becom-
ing the distributors of American goods represented, in this formulation, 
an opportunity for gaining self-respect through work; it became a 
mechanism for spreading the American dream to modernize and develop 
the “depressed” parts of the world. Nicholson explained that this trans-
formation entailed “[a] full-scale industrial education, for there is no 
telling what stages of development [trainees] will encounter in the vari-
ous parts of the world. It becomes us to remember that races not know-
ing anything about refrigeration, for example, may have cradled the 
world’s religions, or art treasures immemorial, or the tradition of free-
dom, or the pulsating rhythms of primitive song and story. In so small a 
world, we need all these people as friends.”85

Describing the Coca-Cola’s New York headquarters as “a miniature 
United Nations,” Nicholson preached the advantages of molding those 
who would help distribute and bottle the company’s merchandise into 
effective capitalist entrepreneurs—so that US products might be appro-
priately refrigerated overseas. He did not want his audience, the New 
York Herald Tribune Forum, to overlook the exploitable possibilities of 
labor everywhere. Coca-Cola’s president wanted them to “remember” 
the value of other “races” of the world, even those at lower “stages of 
development” (“primitive,” “pulsating,” “immemorial”). For Coca-
Cola, they embodied value both as providers of the world’s cultural 
“treasures”—an expression of paternalistic commodifi cation—as well 
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as, and no doubt more importantly, the raw material for manufacturing 
Coca-Cola salesmen.

Training salesmen was critical to ensuring the company’s successful 
expansion and built off of an operating structure that Coca-Cola already 
had implemented in the United States. The company’s domestic decen-
tralized operations were mimicked in its overseas operations, although 
it acknowledged, “not all bottling franchises are in indigenous hands, 
particularly in underdeveloped countries.”86 As the company president 
described, “The company manufactured the syrup or concentrate, that 
goes to make the fi nished product. With few exceptions, both at home 
and abroad, the bottling operation is the business of locally owned and 
locally operated enterprises.” Thus decentralization was seen as an 
effective route toward market penetration, benefi ting from the advan-
tages of local participation in distribution. The trainees who staffed 
these “locally owned” operations were “governed only by an agreement 
that protects the use of the trademark and the quality of the fi nished 
product for the ultimate consumer. Thus it is possible to advertise Coca-
Cola as the same drink everywhere in the world.”87 Coca-Cola was 
branded as a defi nitively American commodity, but others, the company 
asserted, benefi ted from bringing it to market.

The local nature of participation meant that the company advertised 
its operations as contributing to the economic development of other 
nations: “In local countries that aren’t too highly industrialized, the 
local bottlers encourage the development of the supplying industries. . . . 
Since 1945 in Columbia [sic], for example, factories have been estab-
lished for making CO2 gas, bottles, crowns, cases, coolers, and outdoor 
signs. Colombian bottlers can now buy these business requirements in 
Colombia. What’s more, these supplying industries have developed 
other customers in the Colombian market. When Coke goes on sale 
anywhere, the business contributes fairly and squarely to the economic 
welfare of the people there.”88

The Coca-Cola Company benefi ted from presenting itself as a motor 
for other nations’ economic development—or “welfare”—while being 
able to devolve the company of responsibility for those local operations. 
Thus, Nicholson argued that decentralization had political value as well, 
particularly in countering challenges to American infl uence. He described 
the valuable “national” identities of local operatives: “During the recent 
events in Egypt, we encountered no diffi culties because Coke is an Egyp-
tian business giving permanent employment to 3,000 Egyptians.” Aside 
from the implicit valorization of American capitalism as “giving” 
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employment (rather than, say, extracting profi ts), Nicholson’s comments 
reveal another critical formation that was exported with US capital. The 
decentralization of operations helped the US government and US private 
capital avoid political responsibility for local operations—one conse-
quence of decentralization that is still being hotly contested today.

The economic model espoused by Coca-Cola executives offers a 
striking example of the way contemporary modernization and develop-
ment theory genuinely infl uenced US self-perception and the belief in 
the benevolent impact of the nation’s global market penetration. Their 
ideological vision seemed to embody the ideas famously advanced in 
Walt Rostow’s The Stages of Economic Growth. Rostow depicted a 
model of economic development that presumed the world’s societies 
passed through identifi able stages of economic development where the 
highest stage, “the age of high-mass consumption,” was incarnate in 
postwar US society. This economic vision was conducive to US imperial-
ism since it cast the majority of the world’s people as inhabiting nations 
that existed at lower evolutionary stages of economic development and 
presumed the United States, as the most advanced, had an important 
role to play in helping them “modernize.” Premised on hierarchical 
national comparisons, advocates of this vision did not acknowledge, as 
many US policymakers did at the time, that this economic vision relied 
on other countries’ perpetual provisioning of raw materials along with 
the imposition of sets of legal controls that limited the accumulation of 
profi ts to people living on the peripheries of the capitalist world system. 
Often, the actual historical impact and workings of integration into a 
US-centered capitalist system might more accurately be characterized, 
as scholars who challenged modernization theory pointed out, as pro-
ducing “dependency” and “underdevelopment.” The natural resources, 
cheap labor, and consumer markets that Coca-Cola offi cials celebrated 
cultivating overseas, in the context of marketing a product derived in 
part from the international drug trade, actively integrated those coun-
tries into a global political economy and its accompanying regulatory 
apparatus that bolstered US power and fostered economic vulnerability 
and dependency in many regions of the world.89

Coca-Cola was able to capitalize on decentralizing operations while, 
importantly for both the company’s and the nation’s power, fi rmly retain-
ing ownership over the fi nished product. This was accomplished in part, 
as Time enthused, by having distributors perform “specifi c jobs in every 
move and thought the way they are done in America.” More signifi cantly, 
the company also retained trademark rights over the Coca-Cola drink 
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wherever it was manufactured. Local bottlers and distributors were sub-
ject to a contract that controlled the substance in the fi nished product as 
well as directing and providing materials for advertising campaigns that 
indelibly linked the soft drink to the company and American capitalism. 
The enforced branding of commodities as “American” was one way of 
securing and promoting US interests abroad. As Coca-Cola executive 
James A. Farley explained to other business representatives at the annual 
“Brand Names Day” dinner in New York in April 1952:

When we speak to a man in another country of democracy, he may or may 
not understand us. The idea may be beyond his comprehension; or perhaps 
a poor brand of democracy has been sold to him by somebody else before. 
But when you give him a ride in your Jeep or offer him a Chesterfi eld, a pack-
age of Chiclets (or even a soft beverage of some kind), this is something he 
can easily judge for himself. We are therefore in a position where the things 
that we manufacture—American brand name products—are perhaps the 
best proof of what we are and the best ambassadors of our country.90

Farley described American commodities themselves as the best tools 
for overcoming cultural difference and representing the wonders of US 
democracy overseas. Confl ating US democracy and capitalism, in con-
trast to the “poor brand of democracy” on sale elsewhere, US-branded 
goods embodied “proof of what we are.” Thus, American-manufactured 
commodities—capitalists argued—not only brought good business 
practices for fueling local economic development, but beyond that, they 
acted as material “ambassadors” for the US political system.

These ambassadors often traveled under the authority of the US polic-
ing apparatus, particularly as they moved into geographies where they 
were not always welcomed, and especially when they involved control-
led substances. For instance, in the aftermath of World War II, there were 
particular resentments to the dominating US presence in Europe. Some-
times the challenge to this presence took the form of invoking the drug 
control regulatory apparatus to challenge the legitimacy of US commod-
ities. Thus, in 1946 Portuguese authorities refused to authorize the con-
struction of a Coca-Cola bottling plant until the US government pro-
vided certifi cation that all narcotic alkaloids (cocaine) had been removed 
from the “extracts sold by Maywood Chemical Works” destined for 
inclusion in the drink.91 When Ralph Hayes of Coca-Cola brought this 
to the FBN’s attention, Commissioner Anslinger responded with 
an “offi cial communication” to the Inspector of the Pharmaceutical 
Division of the Offi ce of the Director-General of Public Health of Portu-
gal providing the necessary verifi cations, in wording proposed by the 
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company.92 The FBN worked closely with the Coca-Cola Company—
and as a mediator with foreign governments—to help expand the latter’s 
business operations. Along with overseas resistance to US corporate pen-
etration, the very success of American marketing techniques often 
inspired local opposition. Thus in January 1951, the Narcotics Control 
Offi cer for the Offi ce of the US High Commission for Germany con-
tacted the bureau, reporting that: “Beverage manufacturers in most 
Western European countries have reacted strongly to the competition of 
Coca Cola and Pepsi Cola. The aggressive advertising campaigns to fur-
ther sales of American coca drinks in Europe are particularly resented.”

These advertising campaigns had sparked efforts in both France and 
Germany to have legal prohibitions to limit sales of these drinks. The US 
High Commission anticipated that “interested European groups will try 
to protect themselves against the onerous competition of American coca 
drinks by manufacturing similar beverages themselves.”93 In corre-
spondence responding to these developments, Anslinger downplayed 
the ability of national or international competitors to effectively repli-
cate Coca-Cola’s manufacturing process—explaining that the FBN had 
been “pestered with numerous attempts,” but none had had success in 
their effort to “develop a coca fl avor resembling Coca Cola.” Anslinger 
added, “We suggest that for enforcement reasons also you discourage 
the import of coca leaves for the purpose as much as possible.”94 Thus 
once again, US offi cials sought to undermine US manufacturers’ compe-
tition by invoking the necessities of drug control in order to limit others’ 
access to valuable raw materials.

In a revealing moment, Anslinger went on to argue that the quantities 
of coca leaf in Coca-Cola were relatively insignifi cant: “comparing the 
limited quantities of coca extract manufactured with the huge volume of 
fi nished coca cola extract sold and exported, we are convinced that the 
contribution of the former to the ultimate fl avor to be insignifi cant, and 
suspect it continues to be used merely to enable the Company to retain 
the word ‘Coca’ in the name which it has spent millions to advertise.”95

The FBN suggested the importance of the leaf to the company was 
primarily in retaining the word “Coca” as part of its famous brand 
name. The elaborate policing of the raw materials—and government 
certifi cation of the fi nished goods—was constructed around a substance 
deemed (in this perhaps self-serving formulation) as materially insig-
nifi cant, but symbolically fundamental to the success of the business 
operation. The emphasis on marketing as the explanation for Coca-
Cola’s success echoed the alchemical sleight of hand in Anslinger’s 
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disavowal of the “insignifi cant” coca leaf. While undoubtedly Coca-
Cola’s international business model was astronomically profi table, ques-
tions over the contents of the drink itself deserve more scrutiny as they 
reveal murky dividing lines between drug foods, controlled substances, 
and the selective policing of the market to the advantage of US corpora-
tions. Coca-Cola, since its invention as a temperance beverage in the 
1890s, was marketed “fi rst and foremost—[as] a medicine.” Sold initially 
as a patent medicine, nicknames for the drink inspired a drug lingo still 
resonant today (“coke,” “dope,” “cold dope,” a “shot,” or a “shot in the 
arm”).96 The company responded to an early 1900s cultural panic fueled 
by racist fears of the dangers of African American cocaine consumption 
by having a pharmaceutical fi rm extract the cocaine alkaloid before uti-
lizing the spent leaves.97 Nevertheless, the company continued (and con-
tinues to the present day) to be hounded by questions over the drink’s 
addictive properties and potentially nefarious health impact. This 
included weathering criminal charges brought against the company in 
1911 by the Chief of the Bureau of Chemistry for the US Department of 
Agriculture for “marketing and selling an adulterated beverage that was 
injurious to health because it contained a deleterious ingredient, namely, 
caffeine.”98 By World War II, keenly aware of the dangers of marketing 
their beverage as a drug, company offi cials both hinted at its rejuvenat-
ing properties while insisting “Coca-Cola is a nonessential product, if 
ever there was one.” The statement seems ironic since General Dwight D. 
Eisenhower himself personally intervened to have Coca-Cola plants set 
up as near as possible to the fi ghting front of the war in the interest of 
maintaining the morale of America’s GIs,” suggesting it was far from 
“nonessential.”99 Moreover, the company frequently advertised the 
drink’s energizing properties in its sales literature, including a 1942 pam-
phlet entitled “Importance of the Rest-Pause in Maximum War Effort,” 
which “reproduced a batch of letters from civilian war workers hinting 
that they could hardly survive without Coke.”100

In the context of postwar expansion, questions concerning the drink’s 
content (whether it included drug substances that were, or should be, 
controlled) became a critical terrain for contests over the benefi ts and 
hazards of US “resources for freedom.” The leadership of the company 
seemed to embrace its role as the iconic embodiment of America’s expan-
sion. In response to “widespread hostility toward Coca-Cola in the Com-
munist bloc countries,” the company vice president circulated a memo: 
“Apparently, some of our friends overseas have diffi culty distinguishing 
between the United States and Coca-Cola. Perhaps we should not com-



“Resources for Freedom”  |  91

plain too much about this.”101 Yet, with Belgian Communists referring to 
the drink as a “forerunner of Fascism,” the French newspaper Le Monde 
decrying the “moral landscape of France is at stake!” in support of 
French winemakers’ opposition to the drink, the Soviets calling it a 
“brown poison,” and the Viennese publication Der Abend warning “Ten 
bottles will make the user a helpless slave of Coca-Cola for life,” the 
drink and its secret properties together came to represent America’s 
imperial ambitions.102 The company historically was very adept at avoid-
ing sanctions premised on the beverage’s chemical content. During pro-
hibition the company marketed its product as a temperance beverage 
even while benefi ting from its use as a “prime mixer.” Similarly telling, as 
E. J. Kahn, Jr. described, “the offi cial Coca-Cola line is that Coke should 
never perform chemical, or alchemical, function, but when it comes to 
combining the drink with substances that can be swallowed without 
harm, the company is fairly indulgent.”103 While the company could not 
control the uses to which people put its product, it did work closely with 
the government through the drug regulatory apparatus to retain its unu-
sual monopoly over the nonmedicinal use of coca leaves, to conceal 
beneath government-backed trademark protections the list of its ingredi-
ents, and to facilitate its international expansion.

Coca-Cola occupied a unique place in the growing American empire, 
as it helped facilitate, in Victoria De Grazia’s succinct formulation, “the 
rise of a great imperium with the outlook of a great emporium.”104 
Commercial, and legal, branding helped US companies retain control 
and secure profi ts from the marketing and distribution of manufactured 
goods overseas. The trademark, executives and government offi cials 
believed, advertised the proof of the superiority of the American way of 
life while capturing the nation’s individualistic democratic ethos with 
the personalization of branded commodities. It also enshrined within it 
the enforcement and policing apparatus that accompanied US expan-
sion, ensuring profi ts continued to fl ow back to the United States. For 
example, in an effort to disarm challenges to Coca-Cola’s expansion, 
company president Ralph Hayes approached the FBN in 1950 to request 
that the fl avoring extract be exported with a stamp bearing US govern-
ment certifi cation. Together an arrangement was devised whereby offi -
cials from the Federal Bureau of Narcotics made regular site visits to 
Maywood Chemical Works and took samples of Merchandise #5 (con-
taining the coca extract manufactured for Coca-Cola), which was then 
tested by “Government chemists” who certifi ed that the extract was 
indeed “non-narcotic.” The certifi cation was then prominently displayed 
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on the “stainless steel drums” of extract that were intended for export. 
The Coca-Cola Company commissioned “a commercial artist” to draw 
the “lettering and design” that appeared on the seal.105

Once the design and certifi cation operation had been established, 
Maywood shipped the government-sealed and -approved Merchandise 
#5 to Coca-Cola’s “plant at Kearny from which our Export Corpora-
tion will have it forwarded overseas as required.”106 Responding to 
international concerns over drug traffi cking (and US imperialism), 
Coca-Cola’s private marketing initiatives drew upon government 
resources to brand their product a “legitimate” US commodity of inter-
national trade. The “certifi ed non-narcotic” seal that was attached to 
drums of Merchandise #5 effectively advertised not only the commodi-
ties’ content, but also the company’s privileged relationship with the US 
policing apparatus that had facilitated gaining easier access to drug raw 
materials and the international consumer market.

• • •

Drawing from the model that had been implemented on the ground as 
far as “cultivating” favorable trade and distribution networks in South 

 figure 3. Government “certifi ed non-narcotic” seal for exports 
of the Coca-Cola Company’s fl avoring extract, 1950.
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America during World War II, and in the context of an economy geared 
toward raw materials stockpiling for defense mobilization, US manufac-
turers involved in the coca commodity circuit marketed their system of 
unequal participation in the international drug commodity circuit as a 
capitalist ethic of democracy and freedom. Thus, for example, the Coca-
Cola Company exported a model for economic growth along with its 
fl avoring concentrate; a concentrate whose manufacturing process 
involved the extraction of cocaine from coca leaves (imported from the 
Andes), performed by the pharmaceutical house Maywood Chemical 
Works. Coca-Cola’s use of coca leaves, along with the business interests 
of the only other authorized importer, Merck & Co., Inc., had produced 
extensive relations and collaborations between company executives and 
various agencies of the federal government, including the Federal Bureau 
of Narcotics. These relations and the economic visions they shared con-
tributed during the war and in the war’s aftermath to the pharmaceutical 
industry and US economic hegemony’s considerable expansion. The 
invocation of the wonders of American economic growth was promoted 
by powerful interests in the government, among corporations, and in the 
media, as proof of the benefi ts of participating in the US capitalist sys-
tem—and as the basis for securing and maintaining national defense. 
Capitalism, they argued, was democracy. And democracy was their 
“brand” of capitalism, quite literally. In a presentation in 1952, the pres-
ident of Coca-Cola explained: “The Coca-Cola business has been com-
pared to a pyramid, with the company and its suppliers taking a small 
share from the top, the bottlers and their suppliers taking a larger middle 
share, and the dealers who retail the product taking the largest share at 
the broad base of the business. We feel this working democracy has con-
tributed immeasurably to acceptance of our product overseas. Because 
the product is profi table to everybody involved with it, everybody sub-
scribes readily to the methods for selling more of it.”107

This “working democracy” depended on the structural inequalities 
within distribution (and of course, unmentioned by the president, pro-
duction) of the commodities themselves. This depiction of the divergent 
and unequal roles to be played by different sectors of the commodity 
distribution chain was presented as natural and desirable, even as the 
method for generating democracy through capitalism. Coca-Cola mar-
keted its corporate model of decentralization of distribution—local bot-
tlers and distributors—as a participatory democracy. It was in fact a 
“working democracy” working for Coca-Cola, an internationally 
derived, stamped, and packaged “American” commodity. To a certain 



94  |  “Resources for Freedom”

extent the commodities themselves did the work of enforcing and trans-
mitting not only the material but ideological powers of empire. “Profi ts” 
were depicted as the new measure of democratic access and inclusion. 
An illusion of democratic distribution, Coca-Cola’s vision of the popu-
lar pyramid buttressing its business success was in fact simply a model 
of unequal development. This underdevelopment was maintained not 
only through a trade and regulatory apparatus premised on extracting 
raw materials for the manufacturing of US goods and a national defense 
policy premised on the power of stockpiling, but also on the attendant 
integration of other nations into this system—which included policing 
of “legitimacy” within it—to service American capital, working as the 
distributors and consumers of US commodities.

Yet simply producing the consumer goods did not guarantee people 
would consume them. Coca-Cola executives, for example, had con-
fronted this obstacle for decades. Coca-Cola had been available in the 
Andes since the fi rst decades of the twentieth century. As the company 
began to expand more aggressively, bottling plants were established in 
Peru and Bolivia in 1936 and 1941, respectively.108 The success of this 
expansion depended on transforming the consuming habits of local 
populations. When the US Board of Economic Warfare tracked the coca 
leaf export market during World War II, they determined that there 
were “three types of beverages containing Bolivian coca . . . sold under 
the trade marks of ‘Coca Cocktail,’ . . . ‘Crema de Coca’ . . . and ‘Coca 
Kiln,’ ” in Brazil. The market, however, for such drinks among the indig-
enous population of Bolivia was initially small in a context where tradi-
tional forms of coca consumption persisted: “Coca is consumed by Indi-
ans, who chew it, and by people of all classes, in a tea or infusion.”109 
The bureau’s agents went on to report just two years after the bottling 
plant had been established: “It is understood that Coca Cola (which is 
bottled locally on a fairly large scale, employing extracts imported from 
the United States) contains none of the narcotic element of coca, but it 
is widely believed among Bolivians who consume it that it does.”110

Whether Bolivians’ alleged belief that Coca-Cola contained “narcotic 
elements” was due to the soft drink’s name or its “legitimate” energizing 
properties (caffeine and sugar) is hard to know. But the racial and class 
composition of the potential consumer market—the Indians being the 
ones that “chew it” whereas “all classes” drink it—was important to the 
company and reveals a lot about the mechanisms and stages of US con-
sumer capitalism’s expansion. As the Coca-Cola Company studied the 
world for the most lucrative consumer markets, it divided up nations 
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into their constituent racial and national groups. Categories such as 
“White,” “Foreigner,” “Indian,” “Mestizo,” “half caste,” “European,” 
“East Indian,” and “Maori” were tabulated in a prewar “Expansion 
Plan” of 1936 to help guide decisions regarding the current regional 
prospects for successful market penetration. The race of the prospective 
consumer not only affected estimates of whether they would “have 
money enough to buy Coca Cola,” but also, in countries such as Peru 
and Bolivia, helped gauge the degree to which the population had been 
incorporated into a consumer market for imported, mass-produced 
goods.111 The plan conveyed Peru’s population demographic as “Peru 
(6,2000,000—600,000 White)” and the country was identifi ed as an 
earlier candidate than Bolivia for the establishment of a bottling plant, 
perhaps because of Bolivia’s relatively small white population and large 
percentage of indigenous peoples. Even so, the company believed that 
the existence of a large Indian population in Peru at that time still cau-
tioned against rapid large-scale expansion: “The colonial infl uence 
seems to persist more in Peru than elsewhere in the South American 
countries. A large part of the population is of pure Indian blood. Coca-
Cola can be successfully marketed in Peru, but I think the potential 
market is comparatively small . . . it would be necessary for us to assign 
a member of our staff to remain in Lima for two or three months to 
initiate our method of aggressive marketing and to build up an adequate 
showing of advertising.”112

As raw materials were extracted from the world, transformed and 
stockpiled, these commodity surpluses were “reworked” much as the 
pharmaceutical industry could rework military surplus narcotics to be 
sold as new once again. These drug commodities—and the system of 
control that traveled with them—were repackaged as national “Ameri-
can” commodities. The international raw material and labor power and 
energy that these commodities stored within them were transfi gured 
into exemplars of American business acumen and ingenuity and as 
necessities for securing US security and global dominance. The national 
stockpiles of US-controlled—and -sold—drug commodities, helped lay 
the foundations for a new American empire, bolstered by a policing 
apparatus built to enforce its hegemony. Linking US capitalism’s suc-
cessful expansion to the organic health of the globe, US offi cials 
enshrined the US economy—and its privileged position in relation to 
resource extraction, stockpiling, and goods distribution—as a promise 
of freedom for the rest of the world. As Resources for Freedom declared, 
“The size of future demand, and the adequacy of supplies, will depend 
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upon the rate at which the United States economy and that of the whole 
free world expands.”113 Yet, as Coca-Cola’s fears over market penetra-
tion in the Andes foreshadowed, debates about race, class, consuming 
habits, and colonial confl ict consistently accompanied US efforts to dic-
tate participation within the international coca commodity circuit and 
the pharmaceutical market more broadly, a process described in more 
detail in the following chapters.
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The unequal position in which nations found themselves with regard to 
access and participation in the international drug trade in the aftermath 
of World War II depended on more than the promotion of an ideology 
and economic model to advance and justify US global preeminence. It 
entailed the rigorous design and enforcement of an international policing 
apparatus. The US government sought to ensure the access of pharma-
ceutical manufacturers to the raw materials fl owing from the global 
South into US pharmaceutical laboratories, and to promote the con-
sumption and reexport of US mass-produced drugs. This required a con-
certed effort to implement an effective international drug control regime, 
including an often contested determination to revise laws and cultural 
practices in those nations where valuable drug agricultural crops were 
cultivated. While over the subsequent decades marijuana and an array of 
synthetic drugs came under the purview of drug control offi cials, initially 
the two primary raw materials targeted by regulators included the poppy 
plant and the coca leaf, used for manufacturing opiates, cocaine, and 
Coca-Cola. The production of opium involved an international network 
of economic, military, and political interests invested in a commodity 
chain spreading raw material from Southeast Asia and the Middle East 
into Europe and the United States (where it was transformed into phar-
maceutical painkillers). The coca commodity chain, on the other hand, 
was more exclusively situated within a US imperial domain due to the 
fact that the principal geographic location of coca leaf cultivation was 

 chapter 3

Raw Materialism
Exporting Drug Control to the Andes1
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the Andes Mountain slopes of South America; a part of the hemisphere 
that US interventionists have long enjoyed proprietarily depicting as 
“America’s backyard.” Looking at postwar efforts to police the inter-
national coca trade offers a unique window onto the workings of US 
power through its considerable infl uence in shaping the principles gov-
erning international drug control. Advocates of drug control, led by US 
offi cials, focused their attention on limiting the cultivation of drug crops 
according to parameters established by the combined interests of the 
pharmaceutical industry and US national ambition.

Efforts to police the international drug trade were not new, but the 
novel balance of power in the postwar world, characterized by the US’s 
unprecedented position of global dominance, ensured that international 
drug control took on a new character. The determined effort to regulate 
the international fl ow of drug commodities was a twentieth-century 
invention. It was a structure that had been modeled on US domestic 
policy and it sought to establish regulatory oversight through a system 
of licensing and taxation to monitor the international trade. Until mid-
century, global participation and reporting was haphazard and the drug 
control regime had relatively limited authority. By the onset of World 
War II, only in the early stages of implementation, international efforts 
to maintain the drug control apparatus effectively went into hiberna-
tion. At war’s end, the drug control functions that had previously fallen 
under the authority of the League of Nations were transferred to the 
United Nations, which established the Commission on Narcotic Drugs 
(CND) to oversee its implementation. The internationally renowned 
Harry J. Anslinger, the commissioner of the US Federal Bureau of Nar-
cotics who had played a pivotal role in mobilizing and organizing the 
international drug trade to advance US interests in both war and peace-
time, immediately assumed an infl uential position on the newly consti-
tuted CND as the offi cial US delegate to that body. Anslinger’s impact 
on the CND’s work cannot be overstated, as he was the most prominent 
advocate for drug control of the most powerful nation working to steer 
the new commission’s agenda toward US priorities. As World War II 
transitioned into the Cold War, and with US offi cials exerting a dispro-
portionate infl uence on international drug control, pressure grew for 
Andean countries, especially Peru and Bolivia, to limit coca leaf cultiva-
tion according to defi nitions of legality and illegality being established 
by powerful interests invested in the drug trade.2

The United States and the United Nations were the main architects of 
the drug control regime that sought to eliminate all production of coca 



Raw Materialism  |  99

in excess of those leaves grown and processed for what international 
drug conventions of 1925 and 1931 had designated as “legitimate 
needs.”3 The conventions defi ned “legitimate needs” narrowly to include 
exclusively those leaves destined for “medical and scientifi c” purposes. 
US national narcotics law since its inception in the 1914 Harrison Nar-
cotics Act included an additional “legitimate” allowance that Anslinger 
successfully lobbied for inclusion in international regulations: “special 
coca leaves” destined for use in the manufacture of a “nonnarcotic fl a-
voring extract”; in other words, for the manufacturing of Coca-Cola 
(illustrating the already formidable infl uence on the tenets of interna-
tional drug control by US private companies and the state). Under the 
drug control system, fi rst coordinated through the League of Nations, 
signatory countries submitted annual estimates of their “legitimate need” 
for narcotics to a board that monitored the trade by overseeing a system 
of nationally administered import and export certifi cates. Governments 
were responsible for granting authorizations to importers and exporters 
as a way of monitoring the volume of trade to prevent domestic stocks 
of controlled substances from exceeding a given country’s annual esti-
mates. There had been a long history of US unilateral efforts to gain 
South American compliance with US priorities for the fl ow of coca com-
modities, relying particularly on what historian Paul Gootenberg refers 
to as “coca diplomacy,” whereby private corporations with investments 
in the trade manipulated purchases in collusion with the FBN’s efforts to 
pressure countries like Peru to “adopt US-style drug policies.”4 After the 
war, these private and national efforts became institutionalized interna-
tionally in the policies and priorities pursued by the CND.

the turn to coca leaf limitation
Of the various problems facing the Commission in regard to the 
control of the international traffi c in narcotic drugs, that of limiting 
the production of raw materials needed for the manufacture of such 
drugs is the most urgent and important.

—UN Commission on Narcotic Drugs, 27 January 19475

At the CND’s very fi rst session a reinvigorated focus on international 
trade was paired with “the most urgent and important” effort to limit 
and control a particular sector of the drug commodity chain: the pro-
duction of raw materials. In practice this meant targeting the produc-
tion of raw materials in the Southern Hemisphere: securing the access 
of European and American manufacturing countries to these raw 
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materials while locking developing countries into the bottom rungs of 
global economic production. And to this end, one of the fi rst major ini-
tiatives pursued by the United Nations was a push to control the pro-
duction of the coca leaf—the one of two primary categories of narcotics 
(the other being opium) that resided fi rmly within a US sphere of infl u-
ence. By July 1947, as part of the preparatory work for a conference to 
deal with “the possibility of limiting and controlling cultivation and 
harvesting of the coca leaf,” the CND noted that while the international 
trade in coca leaves fell under earlier drug control treaties, “the existing 
conventions did not attempt to limit the cultivation and harvesting of 
coca leaves in producing countries.” To that end, restricting coca crop-
ping in the Andes to that destined for export became one of the fi rst 
major projects launched by the CND.6 The offi cial reliance by drug con-
trol advocates on a legal framework of limiting the international drug 
trade according to regulators’ defi nition of “legitimate needs” entailed 
recasting the largest legal market for coca leaves in the world as unde-
sirable and illegal, namely the indigenous consumer market for the plant 
in the region where it originated.

In 1947 the world supply of coca leaves grew primarily on the 
Andean cordillera in Peru and Bolivia. Of those leaves not consumed 
locally, coca from the Andes was exported primarily to manufacturers 
in the United States, ensuring that any effort to limit and control the 
international coca commodity circuit was fundamentally structured by 
power inequities within and between nation-states of the Western Hem-
isphere.7 As described in the previous chapter, the United States refash-
ioned itself in the name of Cold War national security as the primary 
supplier of global “resources for freedom,” and controlling the fl ow of 
raw materials into North American stockpiles became a policy priority. 
In the pursuit of this objective US government offi cials recognized that 
the new global order augured new roles to be played by institutions of 
international governance. In the drug fi eld, US leadership guided priori-
ties as the United Nations became a vehicle for assessing and then con-
trolling the scale, scope, and context of “legitimate” distribution of the 
coca commodities (which included coca leaf, crude cocaine, cocaine 
hydrochloride, and coca fl avoring extracts). The US unilateral drug con-
trol initiatives during the war, which linked control over the drug econ-
omy to the military, public health, and political priorities of wartime 
national security, found a prominent place in a Cold War expansionist 
vision. A concerted effort, both unilateral and through multinational 
forums like the United Nations, to extend the reach of narcotics control 



Raw Materialism  |  101

into countries that supplied the raw material imports for pharmaceuti-
cal manufacturing and national stockpiling became a key aspect of the 
system.

The United Nations may have been viewed by some as a forum for 
moderating US power—as a place for both weak and powerful countries 
to assert national interests within a new, rapidly evolving, international 
order. It was nevertheless structured by the convergence of US capitalism 
and the colonial legacy of Great Power diplomacy. The CND’s attempts 
to delineate a “legal” coca leaf market by limiting production to selec-
tively defi ned “legitimate needs” was part of a North–South global dia-
lectic whereby the industrial powers continued to lay claim to the natu-
ral resources of the “developing” world, often by means of direct social, 
economic, and political intervention. The United States independently 
and through its infl uence at the United Nations sought to defi ne the 
“legitimate” market for a natural resource, coca leaves, as exclusively 
one premised on the leaves being characterized as “raw material” for the 
manufacturing of other things. This entailed delegitimizing the wide-
spread consumption of coca in its natural state, whether chewed, steeped 
as maté, or put to other cultural, spiritual, and ritual uses for which the 
plant was valued among indigenous communities in the Andes. In the 
process, the United Nations became a mechanism for pursuing US 
national security policy by extending the international policing of drug 
fl ows beyond national borders and into the domestic sphere of countries 
where coca leaves were grown.8 Coca leaves and cocaine were not illegal 
themselves; they—and other substances that came to be regulated and 
culturally characterized as “dangerous drugs”—straddled the licit/illicit 
divide, their legal status being dependent on their circulation within the 
marketplace, that is, on who grew, manufactured, sold, and consumed 
them. As the multinational reach of the US pharmaceutical industry 
grew, so too did the international reach of a renewed drug control regime 
to police participation within it.

The geographic home of coca leaf cultivation, the semitropical slopes 
of the Andes Mountains, grounded the international routes through 
which coca-derived commodities fl owed. While exact statistics are not 
available, the vast majority of coca leaves grown in Peru and Bolivia 
were cultivated for domestic consumption, where the leaf was particu-
larly valued by the Aymara and Quechua communities. In 1946 the 
United Nations estimated that at minimum 17.5 million pounds of 
coca were cultivated in Peru and an additional 11 million pounds in 
Bolivia. This only accounted for coca that was taxed by the respective 
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governments, vastly underestimating the actual amount grown since 
much coca grown domestically was not tracked or taxed. Of this low-
estimated 28.5 million pounds of coca leaves cultivated in the Andes 
that year, only roughly 4 percent was destined for export to manufac-
turing countries (all from Peru).9 The bulk of coca grown in Bolivia was 
consumed domestically or exported regionally, primarily to northern 
Argentina and to a lesser extent Chile (along with Bolivian agricultural 
workers).10 With the drug control regime now targeting “raw materials” 
and, in particular, seeking to eliminate the market for all coca that was 
not being exported to the North American market, Bolivia’s position as 
a producer exclusively for a domestic and regional market of largely 
coca leaf chewers meant its international leverage was negligible. This 
was in contrast to Peru, which was the primary cultivator of coca leaf 
for the international market constructed to meet North American and 
European demand for coca-infused beverages and pharmaceutical-
grade cocaine since the turn of the twentieth century. Chewing and con-
suming the coca leaf in its raw state were practices limited to the Andes. 
Once exported from the region, industrial chemical manufacturers 
invariably transformed coca leaves when they used them as building 
blocks for other commodities, most notably Coca-Cola and cocaine 
hydrochloride.11 Setting aside the regional economy for the moment, the 
vast majority of coca leaves exported from Peru were imported by man-
ufacturers in the United States.

The United States was the destination for 85 percent of Peru’s coca 
leaves export market in 1946.12 The United States dominated this mar-
ket not only because of regional ties but also more importantly because 
of US narcotics law, which fell under the jurisdiction of the Treasury 
Department and operated through the taxation of trade. Coca, as a 
legally designated “narcotic,” could only be imported in its raw material 
state; all fi nished controlled substances in circulation within the country 
(or for export) had to be manufactured within the United States. Peru 
did manufacture small quantities of refi ned and crude cocaine for export 
to Europe; however, Peruvian-manufactured cocaine was barred from 
entry into the dominant US market. The Jones-Miller Narcotics Import 
Act of 1922 entrenched this system, banning all cocaine imports into 
the country. Thus national law within the United States already ensured 
that South American countries could only be suppliers of the raw mate-
rial (coca leaves) to the largest world manufacturer of coca-derived 
commodities, despite failed efforts before and during World War II by 
Peruvian government and businessmen to challenge these limitations.13
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The pharmaceutical manufacturers Merck & Co., Inc. and May-
wood Chemical Works held exclusive government-issued licenses to 
import coca leaves. Merck imported the leaves for the purpose of manu-
facturing cocaine hydrochloride to be used by the pharmaceutical 
industry as a local anesthetic and for research. Maywood extracted 
cocaine from the coca leaves in the process of manufacturing a “non-
narcotic fl avoring extract,” otherwise known as “Merchandise #5,” a 
component of the famous soft drink Coca-Cola.14 While today the ille-
gal cocaine market’s scale dwarfs quantities produced for the pharma-
ceutical industry, in the postwar period the reverse was true. The legal 
industry’s production vastly exceeded quantities of illegal drugs seized, 
while all drug production appeared minuscule beside the quantities of 
cocaine destroyed or sold to the pharmaceutical industry as a by-prod-
uct of processing the coca leaves as a fl avoring extract for Coca-Cola. 
As early as 1931, even before Coca-Cola’s international operations 
expanded during and after World War II, Coca-Cola was using more 
than 200,000 pounds of coca leaves annually to manufacture some 
10,000 gallons of “nonnarcotic fl avoring extract.”15 As laboratories 
worked their magic, these internationally derived commodities were 
repackaged and sold as “national” American products, celebrated even 
as embodiments of the medical and entrepreneurial benefi ts of US 
capitalism.

The policing of South American coca cultivation worked in tandem 
with securing raw materials for manufacturing “American” drug products. 
The North–South hierarchy of national participation within the interna-
tional coca economy—South America as the producers of raw materials, 
the United States as the producer of manufactured goods—fi ltered through 
power disparities within Peru and Bolivia. This was abundantly clear in 
the fi rst postwar effort to limit Andean coca cultivation to those leaves 
destined for export that unfolded under the auspices of the specially con-
vened UN Commission of Enquiry on the Coca Leaf. The CND sent a 
group of international delegates, chaired by the United States, on a fact-
fi nding mission to the Andes in 1949 to investigate the “problem” of the 
coca leaf. The UN mission sought to study and ultimately control the 
Andean landscape of coca leaf production and consumption and in the 
process was intervening in local confl icts over the terms of national eco-
nomic development, political participation, labor and land rights, and in 
particular, the place of the “Indian” in modern society.

Efforts to control and limit the coca trade exposed and in part 
depended on political, racial, and economic hierarchies in the Andes. In 
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1946, coca represented 90 percent of the revenue for La Paz’s Excise 
Offi ce, and though of lesser signifi cance in the more diversifi ed Peruvian 
economy, the coca market was also formidable there.16 In both Peru and 
Bolivia the majority of coca was grown by small peasant farmers, the 
majority of consumers were indigenous communities in both agricul-
tural and mining regions, and a politically powerful landowning elite 
dominated the export market.17 The UN investigators themselves strug-
gled to comprehend the complex internal dynamics in both countries, 
although their goal of regulating the international market entailed col-
laborating primarily with a local “white” oligarchy. The UN study 
focused on the supposed nefarious practice of Indian coca leaf con-
sumption: “No study can be made of the sections of the population in 
Peru and Bolivia which chew the coca leaf without specifi c reference to 
the various groups constituting the populations of those countries. 
These groups are ordinarily designated ‘white’, mestizo, and ‘Indian’ . . . 
almost all coca-leaf chewers are ‘Indians’, though this does not mean 
that all Indians are coca-leaf chewers. Moreover, the term ‘Indian’ is not 
a sharply defi ned one. The distinction between ‘Indian’ and mestizo is 
normally based on cultural, social, economic, and linguistic considera-
tions.”18

Careful to recognize the cultural specifi city of racial and ethnic des-
ignations, the United Nations nevertheless oriented their drug control 
initiatives toward the study of “Indian” culture through social scientifi c 
method. In the topics covered by investigators, including whole sections 
of their fi nal report devoted to “geographical considerations,” “medical 
considerations,” “methods of consumption,” “race degeneration,” 
“effects of chewing,” “medico-biological research,” “coca-leaf chewing 
as a characteristic of the Indian’s life,” “the legal regulation of labor,” 
and the “economic value of coca-leaf production,” there was not a sin-
gle mention that the region was in the midst of experiencing one of the 
most profound challenges to the centuries-long subjugation, exploita-
tion, and political disenfranchisement of the Andean Indian majority.

Both Peru and Bolivia had large Aymara and Quechua populations, 
although Bolivia’s indigenous majority was unique in the Americas. The 
United Nations estimated that about half of Peru’s eight million popula-
tion was Indian, and of Bolivia’s population of four million more than 
50 percent were Indian, 13 percent white, and the remainder mestizo.19 
In both countries Indians were denied basic voting rights and political 
protections and were subject to onerous land tenancy and domestic ser-
vitude obligations to a small and powerful landholding oligarchy. As 
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historian Laura Gotkowitz documents, indigenous struggles for land 
and justice in Bolivia that stretched back to at least the nineteenth cen-
tury culminated in 1947 in a number of both urban and rural rebellions 
at the very moment UN drug regulators focused their attention on the 
region. These indigenous rebellions challenged a political and economic 
order that produced conditions of extreme subjugation, which many 
observers and peasant rebels readily decried as slavery.20 While similar 
mobilizations for rights would occur later in Peru, it is striking that no 
mention was made of these upheavals in Bolivia by the commission, 
especially considering investigators traveled through key regions that 
had experienced the most violence and turmoil as peasants and mine 
workers organized to challenge severe labor conditions and profound 
inequalities in land ownership, where 6 percent of the nation’s land-
owners controlled 92 percent of all developed land. It is not clear how 
coca and the effort to control it may or may not have fi gured in to these 
regional challenges to the status quo, but the characteristics of the 
assault against Indian coca consumption were defi nitely embedded in 
this larger political context. “Between 1944 and 1946, the region wit-
nessed processes of democratization, radical labor movements, and the 
rise of the Left. This political opening closed down quickly with the shift 
to cold war containment.”21 The effort to extend drug control was just 
one component of the reaction against mobilizations for agrarian 
reform, political rights, and trade union power that oriented attention 
away from Indian economic grievances and political demands and 
toward social scientifi c assessments of presumed cultural practices in 
need of transformation. Drug control in the Andes began as the prov-
ince of international “experts” and national economic elites who 
accrued the greatest profi ts from coca leaf processing and export. Indi-
ans, on the other hand, dominated the cultivation and consumer side of 
the national economy and as such became objects of study and control. 
A complicated landscape of cultural, social, and political struggle was 
reduced to factoring select human lives as national resources, and more 
particularly labor power, effectively rendering them the raw material for 
debate about regulating the coca market in the name of the public good. 
Ostensible medical concerns, “the harmful or harmless” effect on the 
“human body,” in particular the bodies of Andean Indians, were recast 
as questions for business management and control over commodity 
fl ows; that is, as questions tied to “production” and “distribution” of 
the coca leaf, to the presumed need to modernize and civilize a back-
ward population, and to the policing of new defi nitions of legality.
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The discursive terrain of the UN commission, and its US leadership, 
reframed an effort to impose an economic and political order as a social 
scientifi c “enquiry” that mapped easily onto the deeply embedded racial 
and class hierarchies which structured Andean society at mid-century. 
Warwick Anderson and other scholars of US colonialism in the early 
twentieth century have noted how a new science of public health easily 
lent itself to a broader effort to refashion the “bodies and social life” of 
colonized people in a “civilizing process,” which was “also an uneven 
and shallow process of Americanization.”22 After World War II, drug 
control in particular, and the discourse that traveled with it, similarly 
became a “scientifi c” tool for extending US power by targeting the 
minds and bodies of populations deemed “uncivilized,” and promoting 
an economic order premised on the supremacy of US capitalism, even 
while these efforts depended on local collaboration and an embrace of 
a technocratic discourse of social science and public health. It was 
undoubtedly more palatable for national elites to participate in interna-
tional initiatives if the most economically vulnerable and politically 
repressed populations were identifi ed as the site of the “social problem.” 
Still, the UN commission became a battleground among political and 
economic interests in Peru and Bolivia over the terms of national incor-
poration into international markets and systems of regulation. While a 
degree of lip service was paid to coca’s historic cultural importance in 
the Andes, where it had been chewed for at least two thousand years, 
the commission’s prime objective was to bring about its limitation and 
control. The international emphasis on raw materials as the necessary 
locus of this control meant that the UN initiative and the Andean 
response to it consisted of a debate about the coca leaf and, in particu-
lar, the land, life, labors, and consumption habits of Andean Indians. 
Deploying a language of well-being grounded in Western scientifi c 
explanations and tools—whether policing strategies, laboratory tech-
niques, models of economic development, or medical assessments—
experts in the fi eld of international drug control sought to direct the 
fl ow of coca leaves within an international commodities circuit defi ned 
and oriented by US priorities.

the un commission of enquiry 
on the coca leaf

The UN commission published its fi ndings and recommendations in 
1950, disseminating only the fi rst of many offi cial UN investigations 
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and publications into the matter. The report’s publication came at the 
end of three years of organizational effort, fi eldwork, and a considera-
ble amount of debate both within and outside of the commission, in the 
Andes, and in the United States. These debates, to which we now turn, 
together with the various organizational structures and ties which 
framed both the issues at hand and the necessary “expert” qualifi cations 
for participation, provide a critical perspective on the parameters of 
drug control within a US sphere of infl uence in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury. They show how racial, class, and national hierarchies infl ected the 
work of experts schooled in the arts of policing, medicine, business 
administration, and the social sciences, shaping both the framing of 
“problems” and the proffering of solutions. They show how economic 
concerns relating to the control over international commodity fl ows 
and, in particular, a US-dominated vision for hemispheric development 
and trade, ensured that certain capitalist assumptions underwrote the 
logic of the drug control apparatus as well as the social and cultural 
arguments that it partially inspired.

The disproportionate power of the United States within the hemi-
sphere (and the globe) infl uenced the leverage of coca growing countries 
in seemingly international forums like the United Nations, where hemi-
spheric drug control was largely mediated by US actors. Even in the 
early stages of international efforts to monitor the coca economy, US 
political and corporate interests exerted pressure for South American 
compliance. When the League of Nations was having diffi culty obtain-
ing statistical information on Peru’s coca economy, Maywood Chemical 
Works intervened by dangling the possibility of the elimination of Peru’s 
coca leaf export economy if the information was not forthcoming. In a 
reply from Peru, forwarded from Maywood to the State Department 
and on to the League of Nations Secretariat, Maywood’s supplier in 
Peru, Dr. Alfredo Pinillos, brought the matter to the attention of the 
Peruvian Minister of Foreign Affairs “in order to forestall the possibility 
that the exportation of coca leaves may be prohibited—which would be 
very unjust and unfair, and which would mean the death of one of the 
most important national industries.” This corporate diplomacy had 
effect. In response, the Peruvian Minister of Foreign Affairs promised 
national compliance with the system, issuing export certifi cates and des-
ignating specifi c ports for the coca leaf and cocaine traffi c. While Peru 
agreed to comply with monitoring the international trade, it sought to 
preserve the domestic coca leaf economy as a strictly national concern. 
The foreign minister asserted: “Peru as producer of coca leaves and 
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crude coca will not make any concessions to restrict the cultivation and 
the production of coca leaves, nor prohibit the use of it for its natives, 
as it is actually a national problem which is now being studied by the 
Peruvian government.”23

This early resistance to the supply-side control paradigm being prom-
ulgated by institutions of international drug control continued during 
the UN era, and US importers and manufacturers continued to exert a 
disproportionate infl uence. The impetus behind the CND’s initiative for 
controlling raw materials may in part have emerged from concerns of 
US importers with regard to maintaining their coca leaf supply. Merck 
& Co., Inc. wrote to FBN Commissioner Harry Anslinger in January 
1948: “As you know, we have been having trouble in obtaining ade-
quate supplies of Coca Leaves.” Anslinger, who also served as the US 
representative on the CND, rejected their suggestion of setting up new 
plantations, emphasizing the drug control imperative of preventing 
“any further coca leaf plantings.” Yet, he reassured them, “I believe that 
as soon as the United Nations Commission of Enquiry fi nishes with its 
study of the coca leaf chewing there will be a tremendous surplus, 
because the amounts chewed approximate twenty-fi ve million pounds.”24 
The head of the FBN confi dently anticipated that the success of the UN 
commission’s efforts to eliminate Andean coca leaf consumption would 
produce surpluses for US importers. Anslinger explicitly saw this pro-
jected outcome as a necessary precondition for securing ample supplies 
of raw material for US manufacturers.

In the context of US pressure and international attention on the coca 
commodity chain, the immediate pretext for the UN commission’s crea-
tion and fi eldwork emerged in an offi cial petition from the Andes. 
Andean businessmen, government offi cials, and scientists collaborated 
with the drug control apparatus at mid-century. They were motivated 
by the economic and political advantages of aligning with the United 
States, as well as by an interest in retaining a degree of control over 
national economic development and political power.25 Responding both 
to an increasingly acrimonious debate among Peruvian scientists as to 
the relative merits or dangers of customary Indian coca leaf chewing 
and to the growing international pressure for Peru to enforce and main-
tain stricter control over their domestic and international coca produc-
tion and trade, in April 1947 the Peruvian government submitted a pro-
posal that the United Nations conduct a fi eld survey on the coca leaf. 
Given the prominence of US power in the coca commodity circuit and 
the CND’s inaugural interest in limiting the production of raw materials 
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in producing countries, Peru approached the United Nations in an 
attempt to moderate the impact of the coca control apparatus that was 
already being implemented.26 In a challenge to what many Peruvians 
and Bolivians believed was the hasty classifi cation of the coca leaf as a 
dangerous drug, the Peruvian representative Dr. Jorge A. Lazarte 
explained “his government’s reason for making the request,” noting the 
diffi culty of handling the situation due to the scale of consumption, the 
fact that the coca shrub grew wild, and the “highly controversial” nature 
of the issue. He emphasized the need for further investigation:

At no time had the Government of Peru been able to carry out an organized 
enquiry into the physiological and pathological effects of this habit or to 
ascertaining whether it was necessary to suppress it. The habit had endured 
for many centuries and the Indian population which indulged in this practice 
appeared to be healthy and prosperous, capable of very hard work with little 
nourishment. Many observers had remarked upon their agreeable disposi-
tion and healthy condition. The Peruvian Government was therefore faced 
with the dilemma whether to suppress it or not.27

Peru’s representative argued coca leaf chewing was a “habit” whose 
negative mental and physical effects had yet to be determined, even 
while it had the proven power to sustain workers on little food. Bring-
ing together elite paternalism and an interest in Indian labor-value, 
Lazarte suggested coca enhanced the “Indian population’s” capacity to 
perform “very hard work,” a factor perhaps militating against prohibi-
tion. In fact, scientifi c investigations into Indian pathology and physiol-
ogy would provide a common ground for proponents in the debate who 
all saw Indian labor productivity as a measure of coca’s impact on soci-
etal health and prosperity, even if they drew different conclusions. The 
leadership of the UN CND endorsed the project while presuming coca 
leaf chewing’s detrimental impact necessitated a focus on policing. The 
chairman of the CND, Colonel C .H. L. Sharman, the Canadian repre-
sentative and close friend of the US representative, FBN Commissioner 
Harry J. Anslinger, “suggested broadening the scope of the study” to 
include “the possibilities of limiting the production and controlling the 
distribution of coca leaves.”28 This latter point would in fact become the 
main objective of the UN commissioners dispatched to the Andes. Look-
ing back on these efforts, the Secretary of the UN Economic and Social 
Council (ECOSOC) (and later director of the Narcotics Division), Mr. 
G. E. Yates, declared that contrary to the Peruvian representative’s initial 
request, the commission “was not really a technical assistance mission. 
It was a mission to persuade or encourage these Governments [of Peru 
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and Bolivia] to change their policy by recognizing that the coca problem 
was a thing to be tackled, and gradually suppressed.”29

The Peruvian proposal emerged from the United Nations in modifi ed 
form. The original framework of public health and labor concerns was 
reconfi gured as an initiative to control the scale and scope of the coca 
leaf economy, and eliminate the Indian practice of coca leaf chewing. 
This transformation ensured that along with two medical experts, the 
CND would appoint “two persons having experience in the interna-
tional administration and control of narcotic drugs; one of these two 
members should preferably be an economist.”30 The fi nal composition 
of the commission refl ected the dominant infl uence of US capitalism on 
drug control efforts at mid-century. In particular, it embodied the com-
bined interests of the US government and pharmaceutical industry, as 
well as the international network of “experts” upon whom it relied for 
legitimization. The president of the UN commission, Howard Fonda, 
was a US pharmaceutical executive nominated for the task by the head 
of the FBN, Harry Anslinger. Among other related institutional roles, 
Fonda was acting director of the American Pharmaceutical Manufac-
turers’ Association, director of the National Vitamin Foundation, direc-
tor of the First National Bank and Trust Company, and the vice presi-
dent and director of the pharmaceutical house Burroughs Wellcome & 
Company. Fonda’s directorship embodied the confl uence of US fi nan-
cial, pharmaceutical, and manufacturing interests that assumed the 
helm of UN drug control initiatives in the Andes.

The extensive correspondence between Fonda and FBN Commis-
sioner Anslinger during the commission’s fi eldwork in the Andes reveals 
the close relations between the pharmaceutical industry and the interna-
tional policing apparatus, as well as the formidable US infl uence on the 
work of the United Nations. In a typical exchange, Anslinger wrote to 
Fonda imagining the UN mission to be a welcome respite from his 
labors as a pharmaceutical executive: “I am sure that you are having a 
very refreshing experience after your many years in the drug industry.” 
Fonda in turn kept Anslinger informed of the commission’s progress, 
describing how he dealt with internal divisions and obstacles that 
emerged during the trip, having “in no uncertain terms let them [the 
other members of the commission] know I was boss.” In another dis-
patch, Fonda praised the work of the commission, highlighting his own 
role with the cocky nationalism and self-assurance of the successful 
businessman he was: “If I had not put some good old American sales-
manship into this job and spread the honey this gang would have had 



Raw Materialism  |  111

one hell of a time.”31 The “gang” included three other appointees to the 
commission: the director of the Narcotics Bureau of France, a US-
trained Venezuelan doctor and pharmacologist, and a Hungarian physi-
ologist with ties to the UN Nutrition Division. The commission’s work 
did not proceed without some debate and disagreement, but their 
approach and conclusions refl ected the dominant US infl uence on the 
emerging drug control apparatus.

Following the Peruvian representative’s petition and the subsequent 
convening of the commission, the United Nations resolved to send del-
egates to Peru, as well as to “other countries concerned as may request 
such an enquiry.” Bolivia, the second largest cultivator of coca leaves 
in the Andes, was the only other country to participate in the UN 
fi eld survey.32 Colombia, the one other acknowledged cultivator of 
coca—exclusively for a small domestic market (reporting some 400,000 
pounds compared to the almost 30 million grown in Peru and Bolivia)—
had already implemented decrees to abolish the practice, while regional 
consumption in Argentina, Chile, Brazil, Venezuela, and Ecuador 
depended on small-scale cultivation or importations from Bolivia and 
Peru. Bolivia had been wary of international drug control initiatives 
since ratifying a 1925 International Opium Convention to be adminis-
tered by the League of Nations, with the explicit disclaimer that “Bolivia 
does not undertake to restrict home cultivation of coca or to prohibit 
the use of coca leaves by the native population.”33 When word of the 
planned UN commission reached Bolivia, the politically powerful 
organization of coca plantation owners in the Yungas, the Sociedad de 
Proprietarios de Yungas (SPY), suggested Bolivia participate to prevent 
the control apparatus from undermining their infl uence. Across the 
Andes small peasant farmers grew the majority of coca, yet landowning 
elites dominated the export market. The SPY sought to ensure “that 
Bolivian coca not be included in the catalog of narcotic drugs and that, 
consequently, no restrictions be established regarding its consumption, 
production and exportation.” The SPY’s interest in pursuing the indus-
trialization of coca products led the Bolivian government to seek inclu-
sion in the UN enquiry, mistakenly believing the UN work might lead to 
the elimination of coca from the list of internationally controlled sub-
stances, opening up a new international market for Bolivian-manufac-
tured goods.34

The head of the UN Division of Narcotic Drugs (which oversaw the 
CND), Leon Steinig, an American citizen of Austrian birth, revealed a 
different perspective when he appraised the Andean export economy in 
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light of the pending fi eld survey, indicating an apparent unwillingness to 
take Bolivia’s vision for industrial development seriously. “Bolivia,” 
Steinig declared, “was the only country exporting large amounts to 
other countries for consumption by addicts . . . all of the [coca] exported 
by Bolivia had gone to countries where the habit of chewing coca leaves 
prevailed.” Peru, on the other hand, was more favorably assessed, inas-
much as “half of the total [coca exported] went to the cocaine manufac-
turing countries and most of the remainder to countries manufacturing 
non-narcotic substances.”35 Thus in a context where international 
efforts sought to limit both Peru and Bolivia’s participation within the 
international coca commodity circuit to the production of raw materi-
als for export to manufacturers (primarily in the United States), Bolivia 
as a producer only of “addiction” did not fi gure into the “legitimate” 
export vision of the UN commission at all.

The Bolivian government responded by accepting the technical assist-
ance they believed would accompany the enquiry, while echoing Peru’s 
invocation of health and labor concerns: “Coca leaf chewing is not a 
vice in Bolivia, and no biological defects have been observed amongst 
chewers. . . . The loss of the coca plant would create a real problem in 
Bolivia . . . since it is an indispensable element in the subsistence of the 
agricultural and mine workers.”36

Reaffi rming these concerns, the Peruvian delegate before the United 
Nations questioned the tendency to equate coca leaves with cocaine, an 
assimilation that produced the designation of Indians as “addicts” by 
“stress[ing] the fact that most of the research had been done on the 
harmful effects of cocaine and very little was known of the effects of 
chewing coca leaves.”37 National elites may well have been wary of 
attacking indigenous cultural practices at a time when exploited agri-
cultural and mine workers were mobilizing for greater rights and in the 
process contributing to political instability; however, they couched their 
appeals to the United Nations in more moderate terms. Peruvian and 
Bolivian government offi cials contested the terms of their incorporation 
into the drug control regime by challenging whether coca should be 
regulated as a “vice” and instead emphasized both its potential to fuel 
national industrialization and its ongoing role in sustaining labor pro-
ductivity in the fi elds and the mines. Debates about the harmful effects 
of the leaf, its role in local and international economies, and the quanti-
ties and dangers attributed to the ingestion of the cocaine alkaloid 
swirled around the commission and became central to the investigators’ 
work. The UN Commission of Enquiry on the Coca Leaf became a 
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battleground for national elites over the terms of incorporation into 
international economic and control networks. Both Peru and Bolivia 
argued before the United Nations that coca might propel national eco-
nomic development and modernization and claimed further study was 
needed. These debates unfolded for more than two years before, in 
1949, the UN Commission of Enquiry on the Coca Leaf traveled 
through Peru and Bolivia, visiting regions tied to the cultivation, distri-
bution, and consumption of the coca leaf.

first steps: controlling cocaine

The impact of the UN initiative—and the drug control framework it 
grew out of and extended—was felt even before the commissioners 
journeyed through the Andes and compiled their report. A division of 
labor was built into the hemispheric policing apparatus. The work of 
UN experts and scientists on the coca leaf “problem” unfolded in tan-
dem with international police collaboration designed to “suppress” and 
“tackle” cocaine. Cocaine as a commodity—whose dangers, by the 
1940s, were less disputed than those of the coca leaf—was quickly regu-
lated in the Andes through the collaboration of Peruvian and US author-
ities, even while representatives continued to debate the appropriate 
mechanisms for dealing with the raw material, the coca leaf, on the fl oor 
of the United Nations.

By the time the UN commissioners arrived for their expedition in 
September 1949, the new president of the military junta in Peru, Gen-
eral Manuel A. Odría, had already invoked the work of the commission 
and the international demand for drug control to justify and explain a 
number of Supreme Decrees issued earlier that year. These decrees 
defi ned the illicit market specifi cally as the unregistered traffi c in 
“cocaine” and introduced a paradigmatic shift in state-run drug control 
policy away from a question of public health and toward a new punitive 
approach centered on aggressive policing and market regulation. Defi n-
ing and policing the “illicit” was facilitated by the establishment of a 
national coca monopoly to control “the sowing, cultivation, and drying 
of coca, its distribution, consumption and exportation,” and to limit 
coca’s industrialization, its processing for medicinal purposes, to the 
government.38

The United States publicly and enthusiastically welcomed these ini-
tiatives. FBN Commissioner Anslinger publicly praised Odría’s efforts 
in Time magazine. Collaboration between the FBN and the Peruvian 
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police had in fact led to a much-publicized cocaine traffi cking bust, 
which along with the pending UN “enquiry,” was used as public justifi -
cation for the new harsher legislation introduced by the Peruvian gov-
ernment.39 Not mentioning the FBN’s involvement (perhaps so as not to 
infl ame political currents opposed to US imperialism), the military gov-
ernment nevertheless situated these initiatives within an international 
context.40 El Comercio, a popular Lima newspaper and media outlet for 
General Odría’s government and the Lima social elite, reported that 
these decrees were passed because of the government’s “desire to extir-
pate drug addiction from the country and avoid the traffi cking of 
cocaine by unscrupulous individuals, Peruvians and foreigners, that 
have assaulted the national prestige.”41

While previously Peruvian offi cials had invoked national sovereignty 
to challenge international efforts to control the domestic coca leaf econ-
omy, now Odría invoked the nation’s modernization and international 
prestige to justify consolidation of control over the domestic economy 
and the deeper integration of this economy into the international drug 
control apparatus. By instituting these decrees and taking aggressive 
action against “unscrupulous individuals,” Odría was capitalizing on 
international calls for drug control to garner domestic and foreign sup-
port for the new military regime. It also refl ected one direct consequence 
of the UN- and US-inspired heightened policing of cocaine: the “birth of 
the narcos” whereby a “wholly new class of cocaine traffi cker” appeared 
on the international scene after 1947, connected to a Peruvian cocaine 
industry that until that point in time had been legal.42 As the Peruvian 
economy and social control apparatus were further integrated into a 
US-dominated hemispheric order, the line delineating licit and illicit 
markets became a powerful economic and political tool, which relied on 
the demonization of cocaine and “cocaine traffi ckers,” even while secur-
ing supplies of coca leaves for export to US pharmaceutical manufactur-
ers of cocaine.43

Political power accrued to those who embraced the drug regulatory 
regime. The military coup that brought Odría to power in October 
1948 ousted José Luis Bustamente Rivera, who had come to the support 
of the nationalist (anti-imperialist), populist, though explicitly not com-
munist, party Alianza Popular Revolucionaria Americana (APRA). 
When divisions between Bustamente’s government and Aprista dissi-
dents resulted in a naval mutiny in the Lima port of Callao, the military 
intervened and installed Odría as Peru’s new president, foreclosing the 
possibility of an offi cial political turn leftward. When the founder and 
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leader of APRA, Victór Raúl Haya de la Torre, sought political asylum 
in the Colombian Embassy, General Odría argued the request should be 
denied on the grounds that he was a common criminal rather than polit-
ical refugee, prompting a case that dragged on for years before the Inter-
national Court of Justice. He based this charge on information gathered 
from his collaborations with the FBN in relation to the recent bust of a 
cocaine traffi cker with Peruvian connections in New York.44 “Cocaine” 
then, as now, was a fungible commodity. For Odría, the battle against a 
“cocaine traffi cker” (and founder of the socialist APRA party) consoli-
dated his domestic power while augmenting his international political 
capital with the United States.45 Odría perhaps learned this not uncom-
mon McCarthy-era tactic from FBN Commissioner Anslinger himself, 
who regularly invoked the spectacle of the “communist dope-pusher” to 
advance his agenda.46 More than simply currency in a play for US sup-
port, Odría traded in drug scandal domestically. The frequent spectacle 
of cocaine traffi cking busts reported in the Peruvian media helped to 
criminalize domestic political dissent while giving legitimacy to the 
coercive measures the military junta was using to consolidate its con-
trol.47 The political manipulation of criminal enforcement was becom-
ing an increasingly common tactic in the Andes (and throughout the 
world) as the drug control regime gained traction. It is worth noting 
that in the early 1960s Bolivian labor leader and Vice President Juan 
Lechín would be forced into quasi-exile, based on, as historian Kenneth 
Lehman has argued, “trumped-up charges of cocaine traffi cking.”48

The spectacle of the drug bust was deployed as a political and eco-
nomic weapon by the Peruvian government as it selectively licensed 
cocaine manufacturers and pursued criminal investigations to prevent 
seepage into the newly “illicit” realm. Government legislation and a 
series of spectacular media reports on criminal cases in the spring of 
1949 helped delineate the line between licit and illicit cocaine, throwing 
former legitimate manufacturers onto the wrong side of the law. In one 
such incident, El Comercio published the mugshots of fourteen men, 
fi nely attired in business suits, accused of the crime of cocaine traffi ck-
ing. The cocaine had been manufactured at the factory of Andrés Avelino 
Soberón in Huánuco. Soberón, a licensed manufacturer, was accused of 
producing cocaine in excess of his government contracts.49 The chief of 
police publicly attacked the “traffi ckers” for their luxurious lifestyles 
and their “ill-gotten wealth,” airing a populist appeal to the masses as 
the new regime sought to legitimate its rule.50 As the government con-
solidated its control, enforcing the new legislation, it literally created the 
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illicit economy and numerous pharmacists, formerly legitimate manu-
facturers of cocaine, became embroiled in the “illicit” trade. This gave 
the government the power both to determine who could participate in 
the legitimate coca-commodities trade and to wield a powerful sym-
bolic weapon attacking “criminality” in the struggle to consolidate 
political and economic control.

While the Peruvian military junta joined US efforts to designate and 
then crack down on the illicit traffi c in cocaine, it sought to reserve a 
realm of legitimate production by invoking national heritage in defense 
of the coca leaf. The government declared it was the state’s duty to 
“defend the national heritage, represented by investments in the cultiva-
tion of this valuable plant whose application by scientifi c means pro-
duces great benefi ts for humanity.”51 In the decree that created the 
national coca monopoly, the government conceded the dangers that the 
chewing habit might have for the Indian population, while insisting that 
the taxation and industrialization of the raw material was of value to the 
national economy. Both Peru and Bolivia sought to hold on to their sov-
ereign ability to utilize coca leaves as raw material for national economic, 
industrial, and scientifi c development, even if they were more ambivalent 
about protecting Aymara and Quechua consuming practices. In this 
regard, both governments acceded to the policing of the illicit cocaine 
economy, but limiting the raw material—the coca leaf—posed more 
obstacles for national elites. Despite these reservations, it became increas-
ingly diffi cult for Peru and Bolivia to infl uence the terms of national 
participation within the international “legitimate” drug trade once the 
entire commodity chain was incorporated into the international drug 
control apparatus and economy.52 This was accomplished on the one 
hand through hemispheric police collaboration and on the other hand 
through UN mediation. With the intervention of the UN commission, 
efforts to restrict coca leaf cultivation to that destined for export into the 
“legitimate” cocaine (and Coca-Cola) trade relied almost exclusively on 
attempts to control Indian land, labor, and consumption while marginal-
izing the aspirations of Andean country elites to develop their own 
industrially produced coca-derived commodities for the world market.

un investigators and peruvian 
scientific debates

From September through November 1949 UN representatives of the 
Commission of Enquiry on the Coca Leaf traveled through Peru and 
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Bolivia, visiting regions tied to the cultivation, distribution, and con-
sumption of coca. It became clear only moments after the commission-
ers descended from their New York fl ight onto the tarmac at Lima’s 
airport that the commission’s primary objective, couched in a social 
scientifi c language of “development assistance,” was to convince the 
Peruvian and Bolivian governments to structure the Andean coca mar-
ket according to their emergent principles of international drug control. 
Howard Fonda, the US pharmaceutical executive and head of the UN 
commission, announced to the assembled reporters that his goal was to 
study the negative impact of coca leaf chewing on the indigenous popu-
lation and determine what needed to be done to eliminate it.53 The 
chairman’s explicit comments ignited a fi re in the Peruvian press; report-
ers publicly questioned why the UN investigators were there if they 
already knew the answers to the questions they were purportedly arriv-
ing to study. The commission quickly distanced itself from these state-
ments by issuing a press release claiming the UN emissaries held no 
preconceived opinions; they were there to pursue an objective scientifi c 
study of coca’s place in society.

The UN delegates’ subsequent three months of travel through Peru 
and Bolivia proceeded relatively smoothly, with the active assistance 
and cooperation of national government offi cials and their specially del-
egated liaisons—the Chief of Narcotics of the Peruvian government and 
a representative from the Bolivian Ministry of Public Health.54 The 
Peruvian and Bolivian governments both established special commis-
sions to study the issue in conjunction with the UN commission’s work, 
and regional newspapers reported regularly on the progress of all par-
ties. The commission’s fi nal report, the Report of the Commission of 
Enquiry on the Coca Leaf, outlined its work methods and described 
how the delegates sought out contact with local civil authorities, 
military personnel, and with “the medical profession, pharmacists 
and academic circles . . . in all the localities visited.” In addition, “when-
ever possible the Commission endeavored to make contact with existing 
agricultural, industrial and other employers’ or workers organizations,” 
although it is not clear in trip documentation or the fi nal report 
how successful these efforts were or what impact they had on the ulti-
mate recommendations of the United Nations.55 It seems the UN 
commissioners did not solicit opinions from Indian coca leaf cultivators 
or consumers themselves—except, as described below, in the form of 
scientifi c research into the physiological effect of coca leaves on their 
bodies.
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Due to the paucity of documentation, it is diffi cult to gauge popular 
reaction to the UN mission outside offi cial circles. It is clear many com-
munities were very concerned. When Bolivia’s Minister of Public Health 
and Hygiene welcomed the UN commissioners to the country, he was 
forced to address the widespread alarm that talk of coca eradication 
had already generated. He assured the public the commission’s investi-
gation should proceed, “Without apprehension or nervousness among 
any social classes, [since] the object [of the commission‘s work] is to try 
to determine as fi nal proof, if coca is a great tonic as it is considered to 
be among our indigenous masses, or a toxin that must be eliminated.”56 
Debates among Peruvian scientists about the effects of coca on the 
Indian body and social development became a critical frame of refer-
ence for the UN commission, which drew upon a scientifi c discourse to 
pressure for an economically based system of limitations and controls.57 
This focus was not merely an external imposition, but very much a 
product of local scientists’ incorporation into a US-dominated drug 
research network. These scientists depended on private and public capi-
tal to fi nance their research and to sustain political support for their 
work. Both Dr. Carlos Monge and Dr. Carlos Gutiérrez-Noriega, the 
two primary adversaries in the Peruvian debate, had studied and taught 
at US universities and maintained ties with various North American 
institutions.

Monge drew upon his work as the director of the Institute of Andean 
Biology to defend Indian coca consumption as a natural, harmless com-
ponent of a high-altitude environment inhabited by the racially specifi c 
“Andean man.” This line of reasoning, grounded in the racial stratifi ca-
tion of Andean society, relied on the idea that “the Andean man is a 
climactic-physiological variation of the human race”58 in order to chal-
lenge the notion that coca leaf chewing refl ected pathological behavior. 
He leveled this argument as an Indigenista, paternalistically protecting 
the Indians from those who would disdain them as uncivilized or back-
wards. Nominated by the government to preside over the National 
Committee on Coca, an investigative body created in response to the 
UN initiative, Monge’s views carried considerable weight. Monge’s 
prominence in scientifi c and political circles in Peru both bolstered and 
was facilitated by his international connections. Interest and support for 
Monge’s Institute of Andean Biology came primarily from US-owned 
mining companies, the US Air Force, and livestock breeders of the cen-
tral highlands, all of whom were interested in maximizing (worker/
soldier/animal) productivity at high altitudes.59 Thus, a nexus of national 
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and international medical, military, and business interests facilitated the 
scientifi c research that became so central to debates about coca.

These institutional ties were facilitated by personal contacts. When 
the UN commission arrived in Lima, Monge was on tour in the United 
States, where he attended the Congress of Americanists organized by the 
American Anthropological Association and gave a presentation before 
the UN Educational, Scientifi c and Cultural Organization on “Physio-
logical Anthropology of the Inhabitants of the Altiplanos of America.” 
He returned to Peru in the midst of the UN visit to preside over the 
International Symposium on High Altitude Biology sponsored by 
Monge’s own institute, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the Carnegie 
Institution. The symposium was convened “to understand the new 
Andean biology and anthropology and the social and racial conduct of 
high-altitude man.”60 It attracted not only the UN commissioners them-
selves who participated in a number of the sessions, but also an array of 
prominent US offi cials, including the chief of US Air Force Medicine and 
the directors of the US Naval Medical Research Center and Army 
Chemical Center.61

Gutiérrez-Noriega, based at the Institute of Pharmacology and Thera-
peutics of the University of San Marcos, Lima, did his own tour of US 
scientifi c circles in 1949, lecturing at the Society of Pharmacology and 
Experimental Therapeutics and at the University of Wisconsin.62 His 
work turned to coca as an explanation for what he viewed as the unciv-
ilized state of Andean Indian society, arguing, for example, that the 
“infl uence of the drug through many generations may have some impor-
tance as a creative factor in psychological disturbances and racial degen-
eration.”63 Gutiérrez-Noriega’s work fundamentally infl uenced the UN 
commission’s report and was well received in the United States, even 
being translated for publication in the popular magazine Scientifi c 
Monthly. Introduced by the editors as the “fi rst sustained study of [Indian 
coca use] in English,” Gutierrez-Noriega’s work asserted that coca leaf 
chewing was detrimental “drug” consumption: “In general, coca chewers 
present emotional dullness or apathy, indifference, lack of will power 
and low capacity for attention. They are mistrustful, shy, unsociable, and 
indecisive. In advanced stages many of them are vagabonds.” This narra-
tion began by representing coca leaf chewing as a social dysfunction and 
fl owed easily into its presentation as a veritable refl ection of criminal 
proclivity, making people not just “unsociable,” but “vagabonds.” Such 
arguments blurred the line between cultural practice and racially based 
notions of cultural, or even genetic, supremacy that increasingly were 
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being articulated—in both the United States and the Andes—through the 
extension of a coercive penal apparatus.64

Although circulating in the same institutional networks and sharing 
a debate centered on Indian coca consumption, Monge and Gutiérrez-
Noriega viewed each other as rivals, and indeed, their work approached 
the question of Indian coca leaf chewing from fundamentally different 
perspectives. Gutiérrez-Noriega attacked coca as generating Indian 
pathology whereas Monge saw it as a legitimate cultural practice of a 
unique—even super—human species. There was, however, considerable 
room for convergence between these two poles; both scientists relied on 
either debasing or idealizing the scientifi cally objectifi ed “Indian.” Mem-
bers of the Peruvian National Coca Commission headed by Monge 
praised Gutiérrez-Noriega’s work while emphasizing the need for more 
study. Dr. Fortunato Carranza suggested that research thus far had only 
produced “a state of confusion.” He also emphasized a point central to 
the national and international debate: the role of nutrition. While 
Monge defended coca chewing as a necessary and benefi cial practice of 
Andean man, Gutierrez-Noriega saw it as fueling a vicious cycle of mal-
nutrition. Carranza took a line somewhere in between, refl ecting the 
spectrum of the debate—and the currency of racialized thought—in 
Peru. He acknowledged coca’s usefulness in dealing with the physiolog-
ical effects of high altitude, yet claimed it numbed Indians to the hard-
ships of life, robbing them of their initiative to improve themselves: 
“after chewing coca, one feels compensated for all the frustrations one’s 
had in life.”65

the report of the un commission

In the wake of its consultations with local scientists, government offi -
cials, and business leaders the UN commission recommended that 
national governments implement policies for policing coca circuits not 
tied to the “legitimate” North American market, creating through legis-
lative action what came to be called the “illicit drug trade”: a legal 
framework for controlling the circulation of both cocaine and coca 
leaves. The United Nations also recommended that Andean govern-
ments set about eradicating the widespread indigenous practice of 
chewing the coca leaf. Despite some resistance, the general tenets of 
drug control were accepted in the Andes (even though the effort to elim-
inate coca leaf chewing was never successful and remains practiced and 
defended by indigenous people to the present day). At mid-century the 
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Bolivian government agreed with international drug control offi cials 
that scientifi c investigations into chewing coca leaves constituted the 
appropriate mechanism for resolving the issue. And in Peru, after estab-
lishing a national coca monopoly, the government hoped to “to limit, 
for now, and eradicate in the future, this general custom, in defense of 
the indigenous population.”66 The “defense” of indigenous peoples 
through the eradication of age-old cultural practices drew upon an 
Andean elite paternalism shared by UN regulators who explicitly 
defi ned coca’s hazards in terms of the racial and economic status of its 
consumers: “Not all Indians are coca-leaf chewers, though the great 
majority are. Moreover, chewing is practised among the mestizos, 
although to a much smaller extent. The very few whites who chew coca 
leaf must be regarded as isolated cases, and not as a social problem.”67

The UN’s report echoed Gutierrez-Noriega’s emphasis on coca’s 
alleged production of Indian degeneracy, decrying the negative implica-
tions this held for national economic development. The commissioners 
determined, among other things, that coca chewing maintains “a con-
stant state of malnutrition”; it produces, in some cases, “undesirable 
changes of an intellectual and moral character” and “certainly hinders 
the chewer’s chances of obtaining a higher social standard.” The report 
emphasized that coca leaf consumption “reduces the economic yield of 
productive work, and therefore maintains a low economic standard of 
life,” before going on to recommend that Peru and Bolivia institute pol-
icies geared toward its eventual eradication.68

These conclusions directly responded to offi cials in Peru and Bolivia 
who defended coca consumption as being benefi cial to national devel-
opment. Defenders of the leaf argued that coca’s “vitamin content plays 
a part in the nutrition of the Indian,” suggesting the leaf was a valuable 
source of nutrition necessary to sustain Indian economic productivity.69 
When the Bolivian government circulated a report backing up this 
claim, the head of the UN commission privately wrote to Anslinger dis-
missing the “Bull-ivian vitamin report.”70 Despite this scorn, tests con-
ducted by the US Treasury Department for the commission seemed to 
verify the Bolivian position. In particular the Treasury Department 
found that the “vitamin content” within an estimated quantity of coca 
leaves consumed daily was “remarkably high,” with vitamins B1, C, and 
ribofl avin fi guring most prominently. Nevertheless, the commission’s 
report ultimately concluded: “In spite of this fact, it would by no means 
be advisable to supply these requirements by coca-leaf chewing because 
it must be emphasized that the toxicity of coca leaves (due to their 
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cocaine content) would never allow a safe use as a nutrient.”71 It is hard 
to know if US Merck’s pioneering synthesis of vitamin B1 and its initia-
tion of large-scale vitamin production in 1936 had any direct impact on 
this recommendation. But, the hegemonic framework of medical sci-
ence—tied in large part to the production lines and projected consumer 
markets of major US pharmaceutical companies—obviously infl uenced 
the commission’s analysis in this regard.72

The push for limiting the indigenous coca market focused on stigma-
tizing Indian consumer habits and asserting coca’s negative physiologi-
cal impact (due to its cocaine content). Arguments for coca eradication 
stigmatized Indians while proselytizing the need to help integrate them 
into a model of “civilization” modeled on liberal visions of land owner-
ship and hard work.73 The UN report explained the “concept of indi-
vidual ownership is constantly spreading among the native landowning 
population,” while lamenting that “[m]any Indians, however, possess no 
land, and work for others.”74 Drug control was presented as a tool for 
advancing a particular vision of societal progress. Drug control offi cials 
also had to contend with the fact that coca leaves were a linchpin in the 
domestic cash economy. Eighty percent of Bolivian tax revenues were 
“derived from coca,”75 and according to Gutiérrez-Noriega, the “coca 
leaf [was] the single most important item of commerce in the Andes.”76 
The UN report supported these claims, fi nding that “except in some cat-
tle markets, business is on a small scale and generally limited to the 
exchange of products between the Indians. An exception is coca leaf; it 
is, as a rule, paid for in cash. In such markets coca leaf is sold by the 
Indian who grows his own crop.”77 Coca eradication thus entailed 
the radical transformation of the domestic cash economy, including the 
elimination of many Indians’ primary medium of exchange, subsistence, 
and access to money, outside of the wage-labor sector. In an effort to 
accomplish this, a medical discourse of addiction accompanied a posi-
tivist narrative of economic development. The fi nal report dismissed 
indigenous claims that “coca-leaf chewing dispels hunger, thirst, fatigue 
and sleepiness, or gives strength, courage or energy” as “superstition” 
and attributed this belief to “the Indian’s poor living conditions” and 
“his lack of education.”78

Controlling the consumption of coca was an integral part of the civi-
lizing and nation building project the United Nations (and the United 
States) hoped to promote in the region, in an effort to control the export 
market and stabilize the region for foreign investment.79 As the commis-
sioners neatly summed it up, “since there is an intimate bond between 
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the individual and the community, it is also clear that the effects of coca-
leaf chewing must be considered as socially and economically prejudi-
cial to the nation.”80 Both in the press and before the CND, representa-
tives of the Peruvian and Bolivian governments questioned the UN 
recommendations and the conclusions that led to them—nearly a year 
after the initial publication of the UN report and only one week after 
the Bolivian representative was provided with a Spanish translation of 
it.81 Unlike Peru and the United States, Bolivia did not have a repre-
sentative on the CND and had to respond to the UN report as a guest 
in the chamber. These national power disparities before the United 
Nations mirrored the even greater disparities between those made sub-
jects of investigation, the Indian mine workers and peasants whose bod-
ies and lifestyles were the sites of contention in diagnosing the “prob-
lem” at hand, and the internationally dispersed medical, military, and 
political elite the commissioners consulted with and reported back to, 
during and after their tour. Both Peru and Bolivia, in good diplomatic 
form, praised the work of the commissioners but suggested that the 
research had been too hasty and that three months of fi eldwork was 
insuffi cient to draw conclusions, arguing that more scientifi c research 
needed to be undertaken to determine whether or not the practice of 
coca leaf chewing was in fact harmful.82

Despite these apparently irreconcilable differences, however, there 
were in fact a number of shared assumptions and underlying concerns 
that seemed to animate all of the various participants. Offi cials sought 
to defi ne the parameters of legitimate drug consumption while creating 
a logical framework for policing its boundaries. Scientifi c investigation 
seemed to represent the ultimate authority for determining policies 
relating to the control, distribution, and consumption of coca commod-
ities. “Experts” in the fi elds of physiology, pharmacology, business man-
agement, policing, and medicine were the privileged participants in 
these debates. Those people most directly affected and concerned by the 
practice and the public and political response to it, Aymara and Que-
chua Indians, were excluded. This was forcefully apparent in a 1949 
progress report from US Public Health Service scientists who were in 
the Andes studying coca chewing under the auspices of the National 
Institutes of Health (NIH). They constituted just one of an array of mis-
sions in South America at the time that collaborated with the United 
Nations and that together embodied the prominence of scientifi c inves-
tigators’ involvement in constructing visions for Latin American devel-
opment—and in delineating the boundaries of legitimate participation 
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in the coca market. This vision paired the valorization of scientifi c 
“objectivity” and “truth” while denying the possibility that the Indian 
point of view mattered. The NIH’s fi eldwork at the Volcan Mines at 
Ticklio, Peru, involved analyzing blood and urine samples obtained 
from Indian workers to track cocaine absorption in the body. They 
noted their fi ndings were ongoing and inconclusive, yet one thing was 
clear: “The statements in regard to the coca leaf habit given by the 
workers are not reliable.”83 This easy dismissal of the Indian perspective 
was also evident in the UN commissioners’ primary reliance on testi-
mony provided by members of the Peruvian and Bolivian elite: govern-
ment offi cials, military authorities, medical professionals, pharmacists, 
and academics. For the Andean elite and international regulators, 
the “Indian” embodied the hazards and promise of Andean economic 
development.

the indian question

This silencing of the Indian voice was in sharp contrast to the centrality 
of the Indian body as a primary object of investigation into the “prob-
lem of the coca leaf.” As drug control gained momentum, the physical 
and symbolic body of the Indian became central to the debate. Regula-
tors studied the “Indian” in their attempt to convey the dangers of con-
suming the raw material coca leaf in its unprocessed form and imple-
ment a system of controls gearing all coca leaf production toward the 
export market. In this context “Indians” were both objects of science 
and policing and, increasingly, part of a North American popular imag-
inary about the Andes. Consequently in the effort to delineate new 
boundaries of legality, Gutiérrez-Noriega, the US public health scien-
tists, and the investigators helping advance the work of the UN Coca 
Commission performed numerous tests aimed at exploring Indian bod-
ies and minds.

Approaching Indians as almost natural components of the environ-
ment, researchers swooped down on mines, into the countryside, or 
even utilized the captive populations in penitentiaries and asylums, to 
study the absorption of cocaine alkaloids in the body—drawing blood, 
testing urine and excrement, and administering numerous IQ and other 
mental evaluative tests. An entire section of the commission’s report 
entitled “The Chewing of Coca Leaf” was devoted to analyzing what 
happens to an Indian body upon consumption of coca leaves. Investiga-
tors reframed the Indian cultural practice of chewing coca leaves as a 
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process of cocaine ingestion that needed to be eliminated.84 This scien-
tifi c faith in fi nding answers by probing into blood, stomachs, digestive 
tracks, and brains paralleled the easy objectifi cation of Indians in popu-
lar literature, where Indians repeatedly were likened to animals, an eerie 
echo, perhaps, of the lab rats and dogs upon which Gutierrez-Noriega 
performed his fi rst cocaine experiments. The provocatively entitled arti-
cle “The Curse of Coca,” published in the Inter-American in 1946, 
exemplifi es this contemporary mix of fascination and disdain for the 
Indian body in the context of criminalizing indigenous coca consump-
tion in the name of drug control. A Swiss naturalist is cited describing a 
sixty-two-year-old man as walking “as fast as a mule could go, solely on 
coca,” and the coca fi elds “look too steep to climb, but barefooted men 
and women scramble up the steps like mountain goats.”85 An article in 
Natural History the following year described how coca leaves in the 
mouth “reminds one of a chipmunk with packed cheek pouches.”86 
Objectifi cation of the Indian body provided common ground for 

 figure 4. Photo and caption from a 1946 Inter-American article presenting coca leaf 
chewing as causing irrational behaviors by indigenous people.
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scientists, drug control offi cials, and a popular imagination that sus-
tained policy initiatives of the time.

The paired silencing of Indian voices and overproduction of Indian 
bodies in debates about coca provide a unique window onto contempo-
rary ideas about national economic development and the selective polic-
ing of drugs. Discussions about coca drew upon long-standing ideologi-
cal controversies over how best to integrate indigenous people on behalf 
of Latin American modernization and development. Linking coca chew-
ing, “moral character,” and economic growth, drug control advocates 
drew upon a long colonial tradition of targeting Indians for cultural 
transformation, while providing a racially infl ected social and economic 
rationale. At the second Inter-American Congress of Indian Affairs, held 
in Peru the same year as the UN commission’s visit, “the topic that raised 
more debate than any other related to the supposed physical degeneracy 
of the Indians,” an idea dismissed overwhelmingly by the attendees, 
although the question of the harmfulness of coca “was left undecided.”87 
At the moment of this push for drug control, the notion of Indian racial 
degeneracy was becoming increasingly unpalatable. However, a new sci-
entifi c language rooted in concepts like “addiction” supplanted more 
explicitly racialized debates, while re-embedding social, economic, and 
racial hierarchies through discourses of criminality and social dysfunc-
tion. The UN commission explained that it resisted the term racial degen-
eracy, which it linked to “the continuous outcry, heard all over Peru from 
the enemies of Coca chewing,” and rather suggested that their “analysis 
did not lead to the result that the Indian is degenerating; rather that 
mainly as a result of malnutrition, these valuable people addict them-
selves to coca chewing.”88

Finally, this recasting of the Indian problem, as a social rather than 
genetic issue, also was tied to US principles regarding hemispheric trade 
and economic development. The phrase “These valuable people” was as 
much an invocation of the commissioner’s “respect” for the Indians (as 
opposed to a caricatured Peruvian racial disdain), as it was an acknowl-
edgment of Indians’ critical capacity as laborers and consumers within 
the postwar global economic order. Along with its other conclusions, 
the UN report argued that coca consumption “reduces the economic 
yield of productive work, and therefore maintains a low economic 
standard of life.”89 Drug control was presented as a means of overcom-
ing economic backwardness. More specifi cally, the model of drug con-
trol advocated by the United States and United Nations tied the Andes 
into a hemispheric commodity chain in which coca leaves would ideally 
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be grown exclusively for export (primarily to the United States). The 
Andes, then as the source of raw materials for North American manu-
facturers, ultimately might be further incorporated into a new interna-
tional economic order as consumers of manufactured “American” 
goods. A member of the UN Secretariat overseeing the commission’s 
work articulated this larger economic vision when he suggested the fun-
damental issue underlying the investigators’ work had to do with the 
“main problem” of creating “a mass of consumers capable of support-
ing the new envisaged industrial and administrative developments.”90

manufacturing consent

Among these “industrial and administrative developments” was the 
increasing presence of US companies and products in the Andes. This 
was especially true for US manufacturers operating within the newly 
delineated licit borders of the coca economy that directly infl uenced the 
work of the UN commission. At the same time that the commission 
sought to control the production, trade, and local consumption of the 
coca leaf, American companies very carefully sought to ensure their fi eld 
of research and economic interests remained “licit” aspects of the coca 
trade. The Coca-Cola Company closely watched the progress of the 
commission‘s work. In the late 1940s, Coca-Cola executives were wary 
of the impact that international drug control might have on their own 
operations and sought to retain a degree of infl uence on the parameters 
of new policing efforts. In response to a preliminary presentation made 
by the UN commission before embarking on its fi eld research, the vice 
president of Coca-Cola, Ralph Hayes, wrote to the FBN’s Anslinger, 
highlighting the long record of corporate and government cooperation 
with regard to coca: “It enables everyone concerned to say that, so far 
as the writ of the United States runs, the movement and processing of 
coca leaf and the disposition of all products therefrom is under com-
plete control and that the unity of purpose between Government and 
industry is, in this respect, unqualifi ed.”91

Hayes believed the United States provided the United Nations with a 
model of collaboration for ensuring both policing and manufacturing 
imperatives within the drug economy, exhibiting an exemplary “unity of 
purpose between Government and industry.” Policing and manufactur-
ing priorities might easily come into confl ict, however, as the Coca-Cola 
executives well knew. In the course of the commission‘s investigations 
Hayes maintained contact with Anslinger, receiving regular updates and 
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making suggestions to ensure the company’s unqualifi ed access to the 
coca leaf market. For instance, having received and reviewed an early 
draft of the commission‘s report, Hayes successfully turned to Anslinger 
to modify the report so as to include an explicit mention of the licit use 
of coca for “the production of the coca leaf for a nonnarcotic fl avoring 
extract.” After the issue was addressed in the UN chamber, Anslinger 
reported back to Hayes that the intervention had been successful and 
that in order to accomplish this end he had “used some of the excellent 
wording expressed in your letter.”92

In less direct ways, select US pharmaceutical companies benefi ted 
from the work of the UN commission. When Coca-Cola’s vice president 
took note of the commission’s fi nding that the coca leaf contained large 
quantities of valuable vitamins, he passed this information on in corre-
spondence with Maywood Chemical Works, the company that proc-
essed coca leaves for manufacturing the famous soft drink. He stressed 
the “remarkably high” vitamin content of coca leaves, reiterating the 
UN fi ndings to a company well equipped to profi tably extract and pack-
age the nutrients in pill form, even while mentioning the United Nations 
wisely had rejected the leaves as a source of nourishment for indigenous 
consumers “due to their cocaine content.”93 Merck & Co., Inc., the 
other major US importer of coca leaves beside Maywood, also began 
focusing more attention on the Andes. While before the war Merck had 
imported coca leaves primarily from Java, by 1948 the company was, 
according to FBN documentation, interested in developing “in Peru a 
source of coca leaves with high alkaloid content, similar to those pro-
duced in Java. Apparently Merck & Company contemplates sending a 
technician to Peru and Bolivia to study present strains and growing 
conditions, to solicit assistance from local growers and research work-
ers, and to distribute small quantities of selected seed.”94

Private and public collaborations to secure Andean production of 
coca leaves for US manufacturers were ongoing even as the commission 
pursued limitations on the cultivation of coca for the Andean market. 
While it is diffi cult to assess what, if any, direct infl uence Merck had on 
the UN’s work, it is clear that drug control priorities and the valoriza-
tion of Western scientifi c inquiry that they depended on shaped an inter-
national economic order conducive to the profi tability of Merck and 
other pharmaceutical companies.

Merck’s research division cultivated close ties to Carlos Monge, the 
prominent scientist whose work was central to debates about coca and 
who was also headed the Peruvian National Committee on Coca estab-
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lished to study the issue in tandem with the United Nations. A few 
months before the UN commission published its fi ndings, Monge on 
Merck’s behalf successfully petitioned the Peruvian Minister of Work 
and Indigenous Matters to obtain special coca leaf export authoriza-
tions for the company and ensured his government’s support for research 
in US laboratories that might translate or be replicated in a high-alti-
tude environment in Peru.95 In an interesting exchange in 1951 between 
Monge and Hans Moliter of Merck’s Institute for Therapeutic Research, 
it is clear how the drug control regime itself provided foundations for a 
“legitimate” realm of international scientifi c and profi t-oriented col-
laboration in the drug fi eld. Monge’s efforts to secure special coca leaf 
exports to Merck’s laboratories were rewarded when Merck in turn 
shared with him a supply of cortisone, a new drug with varied therapeu-
tic possibilities the company was studying at the time. In subsequent 
correspondence Moliter asked Monge for an update on his research 
with the drug and asked whether he had “had any opportunity to try 
the administration of cortisone to people who are not acclimatized to 
high altitude.” In addition to these research exchanges, Moliter expressed 
a noteworthy concern over controlling the drug’s circulation: “In this 
country, there is a very bad black market situation with regard to corti-
sone and in spite of all our efforts to control it, it is getting worse. I 
should be very interested to learn from you whether a similar situation 
has also developed in Peru. I am afraid that your answer will be in the 
affi rmative; indeed your country would be a unique and blessed excep-
tion from this ugly picture if it were not the case.”96

Thus, even the most prominent Peruvian proponent of protecting the 
indigenous practice of coca leaf chewing, Carlos Monge, might be 
approached by American scientists working on drug development as a 
presumed adherent to the notion and logical structure of drug control, 
even if—perhaps especially if—he argued publicly at the time that coca 
leaves should not be included on the prohibited list.

The Coca-Cola Company similarly sought to ensure drug control 
efforts would not impinge on their capacity to profi t from their famous 
product. After reading the FBN’s Annual Report for 1949, that among 
other things celebrated Peruvian General Odría’s collaboration with the 
FBN to crack down on cocaine, a concerned Ralph Hayes of Coca-Cola 
wrote to Anslinger. Hayes highlighted a particular part of the report 
that referred to “the marvelous co-operation of the present Peruvian 
Government in enacting legal deterrents and eliminating the illicit ‘coke’ 
sources . . . [and the] elimination of illegal ‘coke’ traffi c.” He requested 
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that future reports avoid the unfortunate confl ation of names (“coke”) 
that might jeopardize the reputation of the company’s drink. Compli-
menting the report drafters as no doubt “above criticism,” Hayes 
suggested to the FBN that the “use of the term ‘cocaine’ when that 
substance is meant might be preferable, inasmuch as ‘coke’ is a trade 
mark registered by the Federal Government and having a distinctive 
meaning.”97

• • •

The profi ts accrued from controlling the coca commodity circuit 
went to governments and political, intellectual, and economic elites. In 
the Andes, the burdens of the new drug control regime fell most heavily 
on Indian communities. As an international network of “experts” 
squared off, they all grounded their recommendations in a determined 
application of science to study an objectifi ed indigenous body. These 
efforts did not seek to understand or take seriously autonomous indig-
enous cultural beliefs or political and economic concerns, even as their 
ultimate recommendations attempted to criminalize customary prac-
tices. The ensuing social stigmatization and legal assault on select par-
ticipants within the coca economy, and drug production and consump-
tion more generally, laid the foundation for a next half century of 
struggle over the terms of drug control and a starkly delineated licit and 
illicit divide.

The UN Commission of Enquiry on the Coca Leaf echoed both the 
FBN’s vision for drug control and the approach of earlier international 
drug control agreements, when it defi ned the terms of “limitation” that 
framed its investigative approach according to the coca leaves’ com-
modity state and the associated consumer market. However, with the 
US government leading the call for a reinvigorated drug control regime, 
and a US pharmaceutical executive at the helm of UN investigations 
into the coca “problem” in Peru and Bolivia, these drug control efforts 
took on a new character. Drug control offi cials directly intervened to 
structure and police national and regional coca markets in the Andes, 
the plants’ original geographic and cultural home, and sought to restrict 
coca cultivation to “raw material” for export. Suppression of coca use 
was never a total objective but rather an effort to structure the Bolivian 
and Peruvian economy by eliminating the regional coca leaf market—
dominated by Aymara and Quechua coca leaf chewers—while securing 
adequate supplies for export to primarily US manufacturers. This effort 
was propelled by the collaborative efforts of the US government, the 
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United Nations, police and military offi cials in the United States and the 
Andes, scientifi c experts, and corporate executives with ties to both 
North and South America. Dictating limitations on the circulation of 
raw coca leaves was far more than an effort to corner an international 
market; it refl ected the deep-seated political, cultural, and social forces 
that legitimized and sustained the inequities of US-directed hemispheric 
economic development and drug control. The United States and United 
Nations together determined that coca leaf—as produced and con-
sumed in the Andes—was not a legitimate consumer commodity, but 
rather exclusively “raw material” for the industrial manufacturing of 
other goods.

Even as the regional and international circulation of drug raw mate-
rials such as coca leaves became subject to increasing restrictions and 
regulations, the end drug products that might be derived from them 
along with a vast and growing array of manufactured synthetic substi-
tutes created to mimic their therapeutic potential contributed to a veri-
table revolution in the drug fi eld both in terms of the scale and variety 
of drugs being produced. US pharmaceutical companies led this trans-
formation with the help of the US government and a national and inter-
national policing apparatus. US involvement in policing the drug trade 
was not merely about implementing limitations and controls. It also had 
a productive impact and goal: to sustain the growth and expansion of 
US power based on the pharmaceutical industry’s economic and medi-
cal advancement and the corresponding expansion of the nation’s glo-
bal power and infl uence. The next chapter turns to this convergence to 
focus on how policing was crucial for maintaining and expanding the 
US drug industry and national power in a new economic, legal, and 
technological landscape infl uencing the parameters of drug control.



132

In July 1941, a United States Treasury offi cer checked out a pamphlet 
entitled “Coca: A Plant of the Andes” from the department’s library. 
Originally published in 1928 as part of the Pan-American Union’s 
“Commodities of Commerce Series,” the pamphlet described the coca 
leaf market with the intent of facilitating US international trade. In 
1941, however, the government’s interest in the coca leaf had more to 
do with military applications than trade. The offi cer had gone to the 
library at the request of investigators in the US Army, and he returned 
the pamphlet to the librarian, having penned this lighthearted message: 
“I suppose the future will fi nd each soldier chewing a wad of coca leaves 
as he repulses the attack of the invading hordes.”

The US Army was interested in exploring the stimulating properties 
of the coca leaf for potential use by its soldiers. In particular, the Treas-
ury offi cer explained, “It seems that they have been discussing the stim-
ulating effect produced by eating the leaves, as well as boiling them and 
drinking the tea.”1 Military researchers on all sides of the confl ict during 
World War II sought to derive from plants or manufacture in laborato-
ries an array of substances to heal, minimize pain from injury, and stim-
ulate soldiers to make them more effi cient fi ghters. Coca was just one of 
many such promising entities, although it seems that at least in leaf form 
it never gained a foothold in US military barracks.

The offi cer’s mirth over the humorous incongruity of coca-chewers 
fi lling the ranks of the world’s most powerful army was indicative of the 
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growing cultural belief in the power of technology to transform raw 
materials (like coca leaves) into superior, and often more potent, prod-
ucts (like cocaine) and the presumed backwardness of older and simpler 
practices. This faith in “Man’s Synthetic Future” was on display at the 
annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of 
Science (AAAS) in a 1951 speech of that title delivered by the organiza-
tion’s departing president: “Until half a century ago, medicinal products 
for treatment of disease were confi ned chiefl y to plant or animal extracts 
or principles discovered originally through the cut-and-dry methods of 
the physicians of earlier ages. The chemist has now synthesized many of 
these principles and on the basis of this knowledge has been able to 
produce other products superior to the natural.”

This evolutionary vision portrayed the industrial world’s chemical 
laboratories as the utopian realization of human triumph over nature 
and, by extension, the inevitably dominant role the US nation itself must 
play as the engine behind the creation of “products superior to the natu-
ral.” Dividing the world into “smaller nations” and “greater powers,” 
AAAS President Roger Adams described a global order where the chem-
ical sophisticate survived: countries “technologically unsuited to a 
future in a strictly chemical world” must be “grouped” with nations 
“which through two centuries have shown an innate ability to advance 
against all opposition.”2 Adams’s geopolitical hierarchy was shaped by 
a faith that the capacity to chemically alter raw materials was a marker 
of national superiority, and the ideal relationship between powerful and 
weak nations was one that ensured a steady fl ow of raw materials into 
US industrial laboratories.

In the aftermath of World War II, US importation and stockpiling of 
raw materials was pursued in the name of national security, accompa-
nied by the promise of protection and benefi ts that US “resources for 
freedom” offered the rest of the world. The previous chapter described 
the solidifi cation of the international drug control regime around efforts 
to limit the production and fl ow of coca leaves, one such raw material, 
channeling them into an export market geared towards US pharmaceu-
tical stockpiles. Here the focus is on the “synthetic futures” of these raw 
materials: upon arrival in North American laboratories, drug control 
offi cials sought to channel and contain the productive power of these 
substances, even as they were chemically altered and synthesized into an 
array of other products. This chapter describes how the process of 
chemical transformation itself both extended and to a certain extent 
transformed policing practices; synthetic manipulations might catapult 
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substances in either direction—legality or illegality—and government 
and corporate offi cials sought to capitalize on the need for scientifi c 
expertise to certify the “legitimacy” of the end product. It shows how 
narcotics control brought together efforts to manage the production of 
new drugs with scientifi c and government-backed efforts to cultivate 
the production of new types of people. A faith in the power of alchemy 
to transform the natural world into superior products linked chemical 
laboratories to experiments in human engineering as people and com-
munities stretching from the United States to the Andes were drawn into 
grand projects that linked the testing of new drugs with efforts to trans-
form peoples’ laboring and consuming habits as the basis for securing 
and expanding US hegemony.

coca’s synthetic future

The most formidable obstacle standing between US soldiers and the 
wad of coca leaves that could keep them active on long missions was the 
drug control and regulatory framework being effectively institutional-
ized at that time by the Treasury Department’s own Federal Bureau of 
Narcotics. The US Army’s laboratory-driven experimentation with 
chewing the leaves and making tea infusions reproduced the most com-
mon forms of indigenous Andean coca consumption—where the major-
ity Aymara and Quechua communities had consumed coca leaves for 
centuries as sources of nutrition and energy, as a market medium of 
exchange, and also as an entity valued as a component of healing, reli-
gion, and ritual. And in simulating such activity the Army researchers 
threatened to undermine one of the central tenets of the emerging drug 
control regime: that there was no medical value, but rather numerous 
dangers, attached to the consumption of coca leaves in their natural 
state. The legal assault on raw materials consumption—the chewing of 
coca leaves—was a combination of the effects of US narcotics law and 
its determining infl uence on UN drug control initiatives. In relation to 
the legal narcotic drug trade, the US government allowed only the 
importation of raw materials; all controlled substances in domestic cir-
culation (or for export) had to be manufactured within the country. The 
UN Commission of Enquiry on the Coca Leaf traveled through the 
Andes in 1949 and called for the elimination of indigenous consump-
tion of the coca leaf in its raw material state. The “supply-side” control 
orientation of the increasingly powerful drug regulatory regime meant 
policing offi cials sought to confi ne the circulation of raw materials to 
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internationally designated “legitimate channels.” UN and US experts 
defi ned legitimacy in this context according to the industrial world’s 
determination of “scientifi c and medicinal need,” entrenching a North–
South global order where the industrial powers continued to lay claim 
to the raw materials of the “smaller nations.”

These considerations informed FBN Commissioner Harry Anslin-
ger’s opposition to a planned 1950 study on coca leaves and fatigue led 
by scientists working for the US Offi ce of Naval Research. Dr. Robert S. 
Schwab was directing the study at the Massachusetts General Hospital, 
and when he turned to Merck and Co., Inc. to supply him with coca 
leaves from their stocks, Anslinger intervened to halt the shipment. 
Anslinger was worried the research would undermine Andean accept-
ance of the regulatory framework being promoted at that time by the 
United States and the United Nations (where he presided as the US rep-
resentative), and wanted to reassert the FBN’s infl uence over national 
drug policy. He explained his objection by highlighting “the primary 
aim of our government . . . has been to secure control of these drugs at 
the botanical source.” A series of exchanges between Commissioner 
Anslinger, Dr. Schwab, and Commander J. W. Macmillan of the Offi ce of 
Naval Research provide perspective on contemporary debate over the 
promise of scientifi c research to American power, the defi nition of 
“legitimate” medical and scientifi c use of narcotics, the imperatives 
of international drug control, and the dangers of certain sites and forms 
of consumption. The incident reveals much about the nature and direc-
tion of US involvement in the coca commodity circuit and the intersec-
tion of science and drug control at that time. As Anslinger explained:

The fact that a domestic scientifi c project was in progress in the United 
States, involving the study of the effect of chewing of coca leaves on fatigue, 
would have a most unfortunate effect on our efforts to achieve international 
agreement on limitation of production of the leaves to medical and scientifi c 
needs. Accomplishments in this direction have been based on the tentative 
assumption that the use of coca leaves for chewing is neither medical nor 
scientifi c. Without knowledge of the offi cial fi ndings of the Commission of 
Inquiry, I nevertheless feel strongly that the practice of chewing coca leaves 
should never be recognized as legal.3

His insistence that coca leaf chewing “should never be recognized as 
legal” sought to shut down that line of scientifi c inquiry, and despite his 
use of the word “tentative,” due to his friendship with the head of 
the UN commission which had traveled through Peru and Bolivia in 
1949, Anslinger in fact already knew the United Nations planned to 
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recommend eliminating indigenous consumption of coca leaves in their 
1950 report. And with this knowledge he argued that the principle of 
limitation was defi ned according to select medical and scientifi c ends, 
and that the coca leaf in its raw material state, “for chewing,” could not 
be—within the framework established by the drug control regime—a 
legitimate consumer commodity. Anslinger cautioned that the planned 
research might be used by proponents of coca leaf chewing to bolster 
their position: “It seems to me that those disposed to challenge such 
fi ndings and to seek legal recognition and acceptance of the habit of 
chewing the coca leaf, would attempt to use your fi ndings if successful, 
as an argument for their position.”4 Invoking international obliga-
tions—and a system of controls the United States did so much to infl u-
ence—Anslinger argued that chewing the coca leaf undermined the ten-
ets of the international system by appearing to validate claims of the 
unreworked raw material’s potential benefi ts.

Signifi cantly, the commodity form was directly linked to legitimacy. 
Then and now virtually all coca leaves (legally) exported from the Andes 
were imported by US manufacturers. At the time Anslinger was present-
ing these arguments, the two pharmaceutical houses, Merck and May-
wood Chemical Works, that held exclusive government licenses to 
import coca leaves, were both conducting research on the leaf’s active 
properties, reworking its form, parsing its constituent elements, and 
repackaging them in other states, or as elements of different commodi-
ties, before making them available for consumption. This process, in 
part, embodied the “alchemy of empire.” The raw material coca leaf was 
to be cultivated exclusively as an input into a North American manufac-
turing process; coca was to be transformed, derivatives extracted, and 
new products synthesized in laboratories, before it could become a legit-
imate commodity. The commodity itself then was presented as the tri-
umphant output of US ingenuity—rather than as the product of the 
international network of labor and raw material from which it was 
derived.

The logic of control attached to the commodity form, worked to the 
advantage of US economic power, and was bolstered and depended on 
Western scientifi c authority. This further explains the urgency of the 
Commissioner of Narcotics to stop the Navy research project: it threat-
ened to give the imprimatur of the most sophisticated scientifi c labora-
tories to the age-old practice of coca leaf chewing. The lead researcher 
on the project, Dr. Schwab, explained to Anslinger that “Merck Co.,” 
his supplier of coca leaves, had forewarned him that FBN objections 
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might arise. “It was for this reason” that the study was carefully designed 
to be “an essential pharmacological investigation . . . using this drug as 
a means of ascertaining information and data in the general study of 
fatigue.” Dr. Schwab presented the raw material as a pharmacological 
input rather than the object of study itself. Drawing attention to the 
advanced technical equipment available to his lab, in contrast to the 
“apparatus available” to the UN researchers in the Andes, he suggested 
his work might have widespread scientifi c value, could be kept confi -
dential if necessary, and wrote in bold underline to emphasize there was 
“no intention at any time“ to introduce coca leaves “into this country 
as a remedy for fatigue.”5 Despite this effort at reassurance, it was the 
very potential for scientifi c success that threatened to undermine drug 
control tenets. Anslinger urged the doctor to reconsider; affi rming his 
belief in the research project’s limited intent, he emphasized the diffi -
culty in keeping “such work confi dential,” and argued “the natural con-
sequence” of scientifi c study into the fatigue-relieving power of the leaf 
would “stimulate others to a practical application of the proved thesis.”

While elaborating the potential unintended consequences of such 
research, Anslinger’s argument exemplifi ed how scientifi c authority was 
infl uencing the legal parameters of the drug control regime’s effective 
domain. While claiming “I deeply respect the importance of fostering 
rather than deterring scientifi c research,” Anslinger went on to say: “I 
am fearful of an attempt being made to expand a scientifi c use such as 
you have in mind into a so-called legitimate use which is neither medical 
nor scientifi c, and which can not fail to prejudice the proposed Interna-
tional Agreement to limit the production of these leaves to medical and 
scientifi c purposes only.”

The boundaries of legitimacy within narcotics control were defi ned 
by assessments of a substance’s “medical and scientifi c” value, even as 
the FBN sought to limit scientifi c research that might produce outcomes 
contrary to its own drug control goals. Coca leaves, according to the 
parameters of narcotics control, only gained medical and scientifi c value 
after being transformed into other substances. The dangers within the 
leaf could only be contained in this way—a proposition that was tied 
both to the commodity form and, more specifi cally, to an effort to chan-
nel the leaf’s potent alkaloidal content toward specifi c, controlled ends. 
What made coca leaves defi nitively illegitimate consumer items was the 
“strong probability that the chewing of these coca leaves, containing 
cocaine, has a potentiality for the establishment of addiction and pos-
sibly other deleterious effects.”6 Alchemical power here was twofold. 
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First, the chemical laboratory exercised the exclusive power to render 
dangerous raw material legitimate. Secondly, in a circular fashion, the 
laboratory itself characterized coca leaves as vehicles for delivering the 
alkaloid cocaine, defi ned the drugs’ promise and peril (cocaine being 
“addictive”), and galvanized the system of control accordingly.

The scientifi c logic emerging from laboratories informed narcotic 
control efforts as regulators invoked the cocaine content of coca leaves 
to label them unsafe for indigenous consumption in the Andes. This was 
evident when the UN commission concluded, “the effects produced by 
coca leaf chewing are to be explained by the action of cocaine.”7 This 
equation of coca leaf with cocaine became common practice among 
drug control advocates. The substances valued, parsed, extracted, and 
synthesized from the coca leaf in the laboratories of industrial countries 
were imported back into the Andes not only as legitimate consumer 
goods, but as evidence of the dangers and need for control over the 
nonsynthetic. At the same time, the power of the laboratory to extract 
the alkaloid cocaine and channel the substance into “legitimate” medi-
cal and scientifi c channels also meant that the by-product from which 
the cocaine had been extracted was now safe once again to be synthe-
sized into still other legitimate commodities: the most famous of which 
was, of course, Coca-Cola. Before returning to the outcome of the Navy 
research effort, it is worth considering for a moment the other synthetic 
futures extracted from the coca leaf. In contrast to the hypervisibility of 
cocaine (even when hidden in miniscule quantities within a leaf), the 
afterlife of various other alkaloids, vitamins, and fl avor-rich substances 
that together constituted the original coca leaf disappeared from the 
regulatory landscape and from the public record for researchers prob-
ing the archive.

It is striking that at the very moment the United States was leading 
efforts to consolidate the drug control regime around controlling raw 
material, the largest single licit consumer of coca leaves at that time, the 
Coca-Cola Company, fell off the drug control radar. Coca-Cola, unlike 
raw coca leaves, was a legitimate and even desirable source of energy, 
and during and after World War II it underwent a massive global expan-
sion, fueling the need for ever greater quantities of raw material for the 
production of its famously guarded formula. And yet, despite two dec-
ades of Coca-Cola’s “special leaves” being granted legal exemption for 
not qualifying as any “medical and scientifi c use” in international nar-
cotics law, the UN board overseeing the international trade in narcotics 
reported: “Since 1947, no coca leaves have been used in the United 
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States of America for the preparation of non-narcotic coca-fl avoured 
beverages.”8 Perhaps the alchemy of empire made this technically true—
Coca-Cola did not use coca leaves, but rather substances extracted from 
the leaves in a laboratory. When the Offi ce of the United States High 
Commissioner in Germany heard such reports, he wrote to FBN Com-
missioner Anslinger, asking how Coca-Cola was now obtaining its fl a-
voring extract. Apparently French and German resentment over the 
company’s “aggressive advertising campaigns” was fueling talk that 
their governments might import coca leaves to manufacture “similar 
beverages themselves.”9 Anslinger urged the offi cer to “discourage” such 
imports on narcotics enforcement grounds, emphasized the many failed 
attempts of competitors to reproduce Coke’s process in any case, and 
explained the absence of “special leaves” from UN tallies as follows: 
“[I]t should not be overlooked that fl avoring extracts are also produced 
from the leaves imported for the manufacture of cocaine. In the cocaine 
extraction process the liquids bearing the alkaloids are separated at a 
very early stage from the waxes which contain the fl avors and each then 
goes its own way to completion.”10

Two categories of legitimate uses for coca leaves technically existed 
in international law: the use of coca leaves for medicinal and scientifi c 
purposes and for the production of a nonnarcotic fl avoring extract. 
These categories of legitimacy would persist and would later be conse-
crated in the landmark 1961 Single Drug Convention. It was an impor-
tant and revealing transformation in the public administration of nar-
cotics control, however, when in the aftermath of World War II the only 
“legitimate” nonmedical use of coca leaves (Coca-Cola’s fl avoring 
extract) disappeared from the offi cial record. Since the 1931 Geneva 
Convention, “special leaves” had international legal provision to be 
used in the manufacturing of a fl avoring extract. Under the convention 
all such leaves had to be reported and verifi cation provided by the FBN 
that all the resultant active alkaloids had been destroyed under govern-
ment supervision. However, during and after the war this destruction 
stopped and all active alkaloids were reprocessed by pharmaceutical 
manufacturers for scientifi c and medical use—or relayed to warehouses 
where they fi lled a category of narcotics accumulation exempt from the 
oversight of international drug control: national security stockpiles. 
Once this occurred, in terms of legal reporting requirements the fl avor-
ing extract was strictly a by-product of drug production, left over from 
leaves that might be accounted for as imported entirely for scientifi c and 
medical use. The FBN no longer reported “special leaves” to the United 
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Nations since they were accounted for within the tally of “medicinal” 
importations.11 Thus, with unintended irony, the production of Coca-
Cola’s coca leaf–based fl avoring extract largely disappeared from inter-
national regulatory oversight because it was now primarily derived 
from coca leaves imported for the manufacture of cocaine.

Coca leaf fl avoring extract going “on its own way to completion,” 
out of the international regulatory gaze, had a number of important 
ramifi cations for narcotics control and for US government and corpo-
rate power. Initially the vice president of Coca-Cola worried this absence 
of tracking might eventually push them out of the legitimate market 
altogether. He wrote to the FBN, wondering if it would be better to 
report imports anyway. “My reason for this suggestion is that it would 
seem advisable to avoid such apparent non-use of the statutory provi-
sions regarding ‘Special’ leaves as might cause them gradually to fall 
into an atrophied or inoperative status.” Anslinger successfully reas-
sured the company’s vice president that there was nothing to fear and 
that reporting on “special leaves” might make it seem as if the United 
States was actually concealing medicinal production from international 
scrutiny.12 This was no small worry in a context where synthetic drugs 
were increasingly replacing cocaine in common medical practice, nar-
rowing even further the domain of legitimacy. Soon thereafter, Coca-
Cola began capitalizing on this absence of public scrutiny to conceal its 
involvement in the coca leaf trade.

The shift also had an immediate impact on the pharmaceutical indus-
try. Merck & Co., Inc. stopped importing leaves destined exclusively for 
cocaine production, ceding the process entirely to Maywood Chemical 
Works, Coca-Cola’s supplier.13 Furthermore, Coca-Cola’s strong market 
growth across the decade and beyond helped ensure that the United 
States remained the largest manufacturer of licit cocaine in the world.14 
In the realm of policing the illicit, the consequences were equally pro-
found. The shift effectively eliminated recognition of any legal market 
for coca leaves outside the chemical laboratories of industrial powers. 
And so UN offi cials tracking the narcotics trade could advocate for 
stricter raw material controls, providing the following as evidence: “The 
use of coca leaves for medical purposes, namely for the licit manufac-
ture of cocaine, absorbed only a fraction of the output . . . the balance 
. . . was consumed for non-medical purposes—that is to say, was chewed 
by certain indigenous peoples of South America.”15 The only reported 
“licit” manufacture was pharmaceutical cocaine production, and the 
only recognized illicit, “nonmedical” purpose was Andean coca leaf 



The Alchemy of Empire  |  141

chewing. Coca-Cola’s nonmedical use of coca leaves no longer provided 
a public caveat to regulators’ insistence on “medical and scientifi c” 
value, as the company’s utilization of the leaves disappeared from FBN 
and UN annual reports, narrowing the visible landscape of “legitimate” 
uses of the coca leaf and making it easier for the Commissioner of Nar-
cotics to make his case to the Navy for limiting their research into coca 
leaf chewing’s fatigue-relieving potential.16

Dr. Schwab envisioned that his work might “settle for once and for 
all the mechanism of the reduction of the sensation of fatigue from coca 
leaves,” and, by doing so, advance “fundamental knowledge of this sub-
stance.”17 And Anslinger quickly countered by invoking the potential 
regulatory nightmare such scientifi c research might provoke, potentially 
lending credence to claims emanating from the Andes that coca leaves 
were legitimate items of consumption in their natural state. For Anslin-
ger the very potency of the leaf necessitated a strict system of control. 
Despite FBN concern, questions of national security infl uenced priori-
ties within the realm of drug research and development, and it was for 
this reason that the Offi ce of Naval Research won a rare triumph over 
Commissioner Anslinger’s objections to research on coca leaf in its 
unreworked states. “By direction of the Chief of Naval Research,” 
Anslinger was informed of the research project’s relevance to the coun-
try’s national security: “I am sure you are aware of the real interest of 
the military establishment in problems of fatigue,” Commander J. W. 
Macmillan wrote to Commissioner Anslinger. He went on to explain, 
“It is our belief that only through such programs can advances in naval 
power and national security be ultimately achieved.” Macmillan con-
cluded with a lofty vision to bolster the coca leaf study: “I am sure all of 
us are interested in the continuation of freedom for our scientists in 
their efforts to further our understanding of the human organism.”18

Anslinger seems to have successfully forestalled the investigation 
until after the UN commission published its report in May 1950, pre-
venting the diplomatic fallout he had feared. It was not until October 
1951 that Anslinger personally submitted an order for the coca leaves 
to Maywood Chemical Works on behalf of scientists conducting 
“research on fatigue among Air Corps pilots [who need] these leaves for 
that purpose.”19 It is worth pointing out that while the research scien-
tists had initially placed their order for leaves with Merck, by 1951, 
perhaps refl ecting the industry shift in production which accompanied 
the shift in regulatory reporting, Anslinger turned to Maywood, Coca-
Cola’s supplier, to provide the experimental stocks.
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The military’s ultimate triumph over Anslinger’s objections in this 
case was an exceptional instance, resting on invocations of military 
necessity, “national security,” and scientifi c freedom. Most research in 
this fi eld being conducted in the United States at the time involved the 
ingestion of the cocaine alkaloid extracted from coca leaves, or experi-
ments with synthetic substitutes manufactured entirely in laboratories. 
Far from focusing on the qualities of the raw material in its natural 
state, American scientists and doctors, military personnel, company 
boardrooms, and even the mainstream media looked to the wonders of 
new drug development and experimentation for the capacity to advance 
American economic and political might, societal health, and medical 
knowledge. And this, unlike the Navy’s interest in keeping Air Corps 
pilots awake by chewing coca leaves, conformed completely to the stric-
tures of international drug control within which North American man-
ufacturers were primary transformers of raw materials into legitimate 
drug commodities for the national and world market.

developing “wonder drugs”

Cocaine’s important status within the drug regulatory regime was con-
nected to its relatively early synthesis and revolutionary role in medi-
cine. Tests involving coca leaves, cocaine, or synthetic substitutes in this 
regard were emblematic of the landscape of drug development at mid-
century where a whole array of “wonder drugs,” including primarily 
antibiotics, vitamins, painkillers, and stimulants, promised a veritable 
therapeutic revolution. The introduction of cocaine into medical prac-
tice in the late nineteenth century had transformed surgery, being used 
very effectively as a local anesthetic. While the US Navy had been inter-
ested in the stimulating properties of the coca leaf, the cocaine alkaloid 
extracted from the leaf was most commonly used not as a stimulant but 
rather as a painkiller. Anesthesia has always been a hazardous aspect of 
Western surgical practice, liable to produce toxic reactions resulting in 
death. This toxicity—primarily tied to the dosage given and the varia-
bility of human reactions to it—sparked much research into fi nding less 
toxic substances. While cocaine continues to be “used as a topical anes-
thetic by ear-nose-and-throat surgeons,” numerous other synthetically 
manufactured drugs based on cocaine—drugs such as procaine (also 
called novocaine), lidocaine, prilocaine, and others—have also found 
their place in Western medical practice. Some laboratory-manufactured 
painkilling drugs, such as novocaine, continue to be widely used. 
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Others, such as cinchocaine and bupivacaine, were discarded after dis-
covery of their “considerable level of toxicity.”20

All of these failures and successes were part and parcel of the meth-
ods deployed for the “advancement” of Western medicine. In the 1940s 
the promise such synthetic substitute drugs offered was great, spanning 
policing, economic, diplomatic, and medical worlds. Limiting US 
dependence on raw materials promised to eliminate what William 
McAllister characterizes as the drug control regime’s “excess produc-
tion dilemma,” the overproduction of raw materials that might slip into 
illicit channels.21 The Chief of the Addiction-Producing Drugs Section of 
the World Health Organization (WHO) articulated this sentiment: 
“Many believe that, from the viewpoint of the effi ciency of control, it 
would even be better to be, for legitimate medical purposes, not depend-
ent on substances manufactured from agricultural products, provided, 
of course . . . drugs of purely synthetic origin, are at least as good.”22 
Limiting the fl ow of raw material also had the potential to increase US 
economic and diplomatic leverage if it dominated the production of 
synthetics. The power of synthetic drug alternatives was evident from 
the circumstances of their genesis: Allied World War II embargoes that 
propelled German chemical innovations to overcome raw material 
shortages. The fi rst generation of synthetic narcotics, hailed as harbin-
gers of a “drug revolution,” were all “discovered in Germany during the 
war.”23 US observers believed that synthetic drugs might reduce depend-
ence on foreign imports while also reducing manufacturing costs. In the 
war’s aftermath, “old sources of supply” had opened up again, but as 
Business Week reported, “labor costs for collecting the plants are higher 
now. So the trend is defi nitely toward replacing imported botanicals 
with US-made synthetics. Manufacturers can often produce these syn-
thetics more cheaply than they can import the plants.”24 And fi nally, as 
embodiments of the technological wonders of scientifi c research and 
capital investment, laboratory-synthesized drugs seemed to offer a lim-
itless potential of yet to be discovered benefi ts.

War policy and subsequent defense mobilization illustrated the 
power of the synthetic drug not merely in political and economic terms, 
but also, importantly, in terms of their potential impact on the human 
body. The US military was an important site for drug experimentation 
as well as a critical consumer market for US-manufactured drugs. Often 
research that began in the context of helping soldiers overcome ailments 
would subsequently become incorporated into civilian medical practice. 
It was often military needs initially that determined which drugs were 
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developed and to what ends. Doctors began testing procaine (novo-
caine) on injured soldiers at Fort Myer, Virginia, to minimize the pain 
resulting from “acute sprains and strains of ankles, knees and backs.” 
The success of these initial experimental uses of the drug were made 
public by Newsweek as it enthused, “Men who had hobbled and been 
helped to the hospital were able to walk naturally immediately after 
treatment and were quickly returned to heavy duty with no ill effects.”25 
Research on procaine’s possible uses was extensive and offered other 
advantages beyond its painkilling powers. Dr. Ralph M. Tovell of Yale 
University and chief of anesthesiology at Hartford General Hospital, 
“among the fi rst to persuade the Army of the United States to treat sol-
diers’ wounds with procaine,” found in his experiments one advantage 
of the drug was that it “was less habit forming than morphine.”26 
Dr. Tovell and other researchers at universities, hospitals, and military 

 figure 5. Merck and Co., Inc. Louis Lozowick’s artistic depiction of an aerial view of 
a Merck chemical manufacturing plant, commissioned by the company for an 
advertisement. The lithographic print captures American modernist infatuation with the 
machine age and industrial innovation, and the pharmaceutical giant’s iconic place 
within it [Smithsonian American Art Museum, Gift of Adele Lozowick © 1944, 
Lee Lozowick].
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clinics, during and after the war, experimented with procaine for a wide 
range of therapeutic possibilities. By 1947 while “the subject was one 
on which much work by anesthetists and other doctors must still be 
done,” procaine as described by the president of the International 
Anesthesia Research Society “gave promise of developing into an aid for 
sufferers of arthritis, gangrene, diabetes and similar affl ictions.”27

Clearly the ailments such drugs might relieve made them benefi cial to 
realms outside of the military; however, it is important to note that this 
early emphasis shaped the landscape of drug production and was tied to 
an anticipated consumer market. Along with the creation of painkillers, 
the fi rst major breakthrough in synthetic drug manufacturing, hailed as 
a revolution in pharmacy, was to combat malaria among the armed 
forces deployed to tropical countries during World War II. In a study of 
the history of this development the WHO explained: “[W]hen Anglo-
American forces landed in North Africa, Indonesia [a natural source of 
quinine provided by the chinchona tree] was in the hands of the enemy. 
The health authorities no longer had free choice of drug and so quina-
crine was prescribed. . . . It can be said that the ‘era of the synthetic 
antimalarials’ dates from that time.”28 The US Offi ce of Scientifi c 
Research and Development (OSRD) launched mass production of peni-
cillin during the war as part of the agency’s mandate to “initiate and 
support scientifi c research on medical problems affecting the national 
defense.” In a report to the US president entitled Science: The Endless 
Frontier (which became the basis for the establishment in 1950 of the 
National Science Foundation), the director of the OSRD, Vannevar 
Bush, linked government-sponsored drug production to the success of 
the war effort. What Bush termed the “physiological indoctrination” of 
soldiers (with drugs) provided critical support against “the disastrous 
loss of fi ghting capacity or life.”29

As military priorities led to innovations in drug development, the 
laboratory gained increasing importance as a source for manufacturing 
drugs synthetically, to avoid dependence on raw material fl ows which 
might be disrupted by war or political instability, and to empower sol-
diers in their work. The production of laboratory-synthesized drugs for 
military consumption also made them available for other consumer 
markets. Bush celebrated how the war’s “great production program” 
made penicillin “this remarkable drug available in large quantities for 
both military and civilian use.”30 In the civilian realm drug control and 
development priorities also refl ected the unequal distribution of power 
internationally. For instance, while synthetic drug innovation would 
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remain valuable for future military deployments, the same drugs became 
valuable resources especially for use by other travelers, most frequently 
tourists or business employees working for North American or Euro-
pean companies.31 The WHO described how by 1953 synthetic antima-
larials made “possible traveling, staying or working in the endemic 
regions with results equal or even superior to quinine.” It was clear the 
benefi ts derived from such drugs were not distributed equally. The 
WHO advised that it was necessary to extend “this protection and not 
to limit it to non-immune, non-indigenous persons or those working for 
them.” As the study concluded, “Among the indigenous population the 
children are those who are non-immune. It is certain that so far few 
children have benefi ted from preventive medication. . . . Although the 
era of synthetic antimalarials has arrived, the social position has not 
greatly changed.”32

This “social position” of drugs was true of both the sites and bodies 
upon whom their development relied for testing as well as the popula-
tions initially envisioned as their primary consumers. Thus drugs tested 
on soldiers for soldiers and other military personnel would also become 
useful to the corporate and pleasure-seeking visitors in colonized or 
“undeveloped” countries, traveling from the countries out of which the 
soldiers initially came. The international “social position” of a drug was 
infl uenced by the objectives spurring its initial development, and also by 
disparities in distribution and popular access to it. Until the “distribu-
tion problem” was solved in less developed parts of the world, if present 
conditions were not “greatly changed and if economic development is 
not accelerated, only temporary and non-indigenous residents will 
greatly benefi t from the advances made.”33 Scientists working in the 
fi eld at mid-century were aware of inequalities in access to newly manu-
factured drugs, yet the promise such drugs held was not questioned. 
This then created an opportunity for drug diplomacy, whereby symbolic 
and material efforts to redress uneven access, particularly among popu-
lations in the non-industrial world, became a central component of US 
(and increasingly Soviet) efforts to foreground health initiatives as 
exemplars of benevolent superpower intent.

Public health diplomacy—including the celebration and distribution 
of wonder drugs as markers of the pinnacle of Western medical advance-
ment—became a prominent public component of projections of Ameri-
can power in the world. In October 1950, Assistant Secretary of State 
for Economic Affairs Willard L. Thorp declared, “World-health improve-
ment has become a major concern of American foreign policy. Health 
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has become recognized as a major factor in economic and social progress 
throughout the world—and thus in the preservation of peace.” The US 
surgeon general echoed such sentiments, explaining that US Army and 
Navy wartime involvement in civilian health problems in “far-fl ung 
combat theaters” and in “liberated or conquered areas” provided a stra-
tegic precedent for the ways in which the “promotion of world health 
came to be recognized as a major instrument for attaining our goals of 
world peace and prosperity.”34 As the United States sought to step into 
the power vacuums left by World War II and collapsing European 
empires, public health initiatives provided a seemingly neutral and 
unimpeachable realm of intervention. In a geopolitical context ani-
mated by anticolonial movements and burgeoning Cold War rivalries, 
drug trade regulations ensured industrial powers’ virtual monopoly 
over the manufacturing of legal drug commodities, while providing a 
formidable weapon in competitions for global infl uence.

The wonder drugs were hailed by private and public spokespeople 
alike as critical tools for gaining allies and securing US power and infl u-
ence in the world. In 1955, Business Week celebrated the “fantastic 
growth” of US drug sales in foreign markets by emphasizing the human-
itarian implications: “Millions of people in the underdeveloped parts of 
the world . . . have become acquainted with ‘miracle’ drugs since the end 
of World War II.”35 The advances of Western science were ultimately (if 
unevenly) to be exported to the rest of the world to assist in its “devel-
opment.” The article’s message was dramatized in a split image where a 
graph depicting the growth in US exports is directly related to the work 
of Western medical practitioners in the “underdeveloped” world, in this 
case with the administration of eyedrops on a small “desert child.” The 
ideology that accompanied US economic expansion often relied on such 
representations of the benevolent and unquestioned progress US prod-
ucts brought to peoples of the world—people who were depicted as 
being unable to provide for themselves. While many drugs developed 
did indeed transform life expectancy and alleviate illness, often the 
resources invested in them inherently structured drug development not 
only initially toward helping the ailments of privileged populations, but 
also toward creating a global dependence on Western manufacturers 
whose drugs replaced indigenous medicinal plants in the very regions 
where they were cultivated.

Beyond this structuring of the international drug economy to the dis-
advantage of raw materials–producing countries and providing powerful 
diplomatic leverage to drug-manufacturing countries, it also valorized 



 figure 6. Graphics from a 1955 Business Week article celebrating the 
“fantastic growth” of US pharmaceuticals’ foreign market.



The Alchemy of Empire  |  149

Western science often in disregard of local belief, custom, and experience. 
As Marcos Cueto has described initiatives to introduce Western medical 
practice and medicines in Peru: “In many Andean localities Western med-
icine was absent; and where it was available, it was applied in an essen-
tially authoritarian way, with an unlimited confi dence in the intrinsic 
capacity of technological resources and little regard for the education of 
the Indian people. Practitioners of modern medicine . . . assumed that in 
a ‘backward,’ nonscientifi c culture, disease could be managed without 
reference to the individual experiencing it.”36

Within an emerging international system for the manufacturing and 
controlled distribution of drug commodities, such issues were not of 
central concern to the confi dent circle of scientists and experts working 
in the fi eld of development connected to poverty, nutrition, and health. 
Indigenous populations’ own beliefs about the foundations of medicine 
and health were rarely taken into consideration. Nevertheless, as with 
the “desert child” invoked above, they often embodied in the US public 
imaginary proof of the benefi cence of US capitalist expansion, even 
reframing it as bringing health and progress to “less fortunate” parts of 
the world. The regime not only increasingly entrenched an international 
economic hierarchy between states but also provided a rationale justify-
ing and perpetuating inequality between peoples within states. The 
ready objectifi cation of the “desert child” as a site for the performance 
of Western benevolence and the easy dismissal of alternative cultural 
understandings of health were indicative of the ways in which drug 
control policy infused race, class, and geography into a new imperial 
ideology. While the history of science as a bolstering force behind Euro-
pean and American colonialism stretches back at least into the nine-
teenth century, as Ashish Nandy has argued, the post–World War II 
moment marked a shift as science and development became increasingly 
central categories of national security, and science itself became “a rea-
son of state,” potently on display in US Cold War policy.37 As Shiv Vis-
vanathan further elaborated: “Progress and modernization as scientifi c 
projects automatically legitimate any violence done to the third world 
as objects of experimentation.”38 As scientists, government offi cials, 
pharmaceutical executives, and international organizations debated the 
parameters of drug control, they approached indigenous people of the 
Third World and the poor and marginalized of the industrial world 
much like the raw material coca, with a laboratory-like gaze where 
these people were not considered independent political actors, 
but rather as (often childlike) malleable objects ripe for socially and 
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chemically engineering other synthetic futures. This dynamic was clear 
as debates over drug control provided a setting for the working-out of 
great power rivalries, while reasserting the First World’s dominating 
infl uence over the economic and political trajectories of “underdevel-
oped” countries and peoples.

cold war protocols

For US and UN offi cials concerned with international drug control, the 
profusion of wonder drugs posed a new regulatory challenge as they 
worked on devising oversight mechanisms to channel manufactured 
drugs’ productive power—their promise and peril—to their own sanc-
tioned ends. The dreamer behind “Man’s Synthetic Future,” the “scien-
tifi c statesman” Roger Adams who was deeply involved in advancing 
chemistry’s role in both government and business, having served among 
many other posts as consultant for the National Defense Research 
Committee and the Coca-Cola Company,39 captured the fear lurking at 
the edges of the wonder: “The future may bring us a series of drugs that 
will permit deliberate molding of a person, mentally and physically. 
When this day arrives the problems of control of such chemicals will be 
of concern to all. They would present dire potentialities in the hands of 
an unscrupulous dictator.”40

This dystopian vision of nefarious forces using drugs to manipulate 
human bodies and social organization was the logical counterpoint to 
celebrations of their ability to bring “peace and prosperity.” Both pro-
jections accepted the proposition—at once celebrated and feared—that 
governments might use drugs to infl uence society (and implicitly, that 
the consumption of drugs—the physical impact—had predetermined 
social consequences). The distinction—one good, one bad—between the 
US military’s reliance on drugs for the “physiological indoctrination” of 
soldiers and a “dictator’s” use of drugs for the “deliberate molding of a 
person,” rested on moral, cultural, and political arguments to justify the 
regulation and policing of drugs, even while advancing a belief in the 
power of drugs to transform publics.

Such arguments held enormous weight when drug control offi cials 
sought to dictate the trajectory of drug production, distribution, and 
consumption, from the raw materials through to the fi nished goods. The 
“two serious new problems” fi rst identifi ed by the UN Commission on 
Narcotic Drugs (the primary body governing the international drug 
trade) stemmed from the “habit of chewing coca leaves” and the new 
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abundance of “man-made drugs.” Reporting on the CND’s activities for 
the Washington Post, Adelaide Kerr explained how a duality intrinsic to 
the drug revolution generated the need for regulation: “Rightly used, 
many of these drugs are boons to mankind, but wrongly used they can 
wreck health, destroy men’s moral sense to such an extent they often 
turn into criminals, ruin their ability for constructive work, impoverish 
them, reduce them from producers and wage earners to charity charges 
of the state and because of these and other reasons, produce extremely 
serious economic and social problems for their countries.”41

The belief in the capacity of drugs to improve “mankind” relied on 
the depiction of drugs as powerful agents: capable of turning people 
into wage earning, productive members of society, or, in contrast, of 
transforming them into destructive elements and economic drains on 
the state. The government had a primary interest in securing economic 
advantage within the drug trade, which entailed infl uencing the con-
suming habits of the population. When framed in this way, the chal-
lenges confronting the drug control regime were twofold in the quest to 
realize “boons to mankind.” First was the question of determining 
which drugs were most valuable. Second was the need to implement 
regulations and oversight to ensure consumer demand for all drugs 
remained in legitimate channels. Drug control was not geared towards 
eliminating dangerous drugs; rather, it was oriented toward harnessing 
the productive potential of drugs and delegating the relationship of var-
ious countries and populations to the “legal” international drug trade. 
Controlling the fl ow of raw materials to limit the nature, extent, and 
geography of manufactured drug production was one component. Con-
trolling the circulation and consumption of manufactured drugs them-
selves was another. And so, along with initiatives in the Andes to control 
coca leaf production, a concerted international campaign was launched, 
spearheaded by US representatives at the United Nations, to extend the 
regulatory regime’s jurisdiction to encompass new synthetic “man-
made” drugs.

Public offi cials attending the United Nations aired these preoccupa-
tions in late 1948 when they convened to draft, debate, and ultimately 
adopt the Protocol Bringing under International Control Drugs Outside 
the Scope of the Convention of 13 July 1931 for Limiting the Manufac-
ture and Regulating the Distribution of Narcotic Drugs (the 1948 Pro-
tocol). This treaty launched international regulation of synthetic 
drugs—substances previously “outside the scope” of legal supervision. 
Eleanor Roosevelt, the former president’s widow and US delegate in 
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attendance, contributed to the sense of urgency as she recounted how 
synthetic drug production “was so easy that a single factory could fl ood 
the world market with products of that category,” and insisted, “the 
machinery for controlling narcotic drugs should be extended and mod-
ernized.” Roosevelt reported that the “United States would give its full 
support to the draft protocol,” and delicately tried to overcome a cen-
tral point of contention among world powers about whether the proto-
col would apply to colonial and other non-self-governing territories: “It 
is hoped that the General Assembly would approve the protocol during 
the current session and that all Governments would apply it without 
delay in their dependent territories.” In a series of exchanges that 
augured the role drug control would increasingly play in anticolonial 
and Cold War confl ict (addressed more extensively in the next chapter), 
confl ict surrounding passage of the protocol mirrored those accompa-
nying global power realignments.

The source of controversy was Article 8 of the proposed UN proto-
col, which delegated to imperial powers, including the United States and 
United Kingdom, autonomous determination over whether the proto-
col’s rules would extend to territories under their nations’ control. The 
Soviet delegates challenged the proposal on a number of grounds. They 
argued it was a mechanism for metropolitan powers to bypass oversight 
and it exemplifi ed a negligent lack of concern for “unhealthy conditions 
prevalent in those Territories.” What followed was a back-and-forth 
verbal exchange in response to this assertion that Article 8 rendered 
drug control imperially selective and self-serving. British offi cials 
defended the clause as protecting the right to representative government 
in its territories (which could choose to sign on or not), challenged 
Soviet depictions of it as “an escape clause” (that would allow the 
United States and United Kingdom to have unregulated drug markets in 
regions under their control), and explained, “the United Kingdom did 
not wish and was not able to impose its own point of view on the ter-
ritories placed under its trusteeship.” US representatives supported the 
British; however, they emphasized the distinctiveness of their colonial 
administration whereby “in accordance with their usual practice,” the 
protocol would automatically apply “to all territories for the foreign 
relations of which they were responsible.” The Soviets persisted in their 
opposition, exhibiting their own paternalist ambitions as they accused 
the United States and United Kingdom of malicious colonial neglect: 
“The abolition of such colonial clauses would convince the Native peo-
ples that the metropolitan authorities were seeking to improve their 
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administration; their retention, on the other hand, indicated a lack of 
desire to promote the real interests of colonial peoples.”

As the exchange heated up, the fault lines of postwar diplomacy were 
clearly on display. The symbolic jostling around the concern of super-
powers for the peoples of colonial territories refl ected a geopolitical 
division whereby the United States defended its own and England’s 
imperial administration while the Soviet Union postured as an ally of 
“colonial peoples.” All three presumed the superiority of industrial 
world power and expounded the benevolent possibilities of exporting 
their own visions of progress to other parts of the world. It was not the 
system of control being contested, all sides agreeing that drug control 
“would be of such obvious benefi t to them [colonial peoples],” but 
rather the political principles delineating its effective domain. Symbolic 
posturing became central to negotiations over drug control. The USSR 
proposed eliminating Article 8 “based on a desire for equality for all 
peoples,” and the British argued the “steady advance towards independ-
ence for non-self-governing peoples” meant they “should be allowed to 
decide whether they wished the protocol to be applicable to them.”42 

The balance of power at the United Nations ensured that the inter-
ests of colonial powers carried the day; the protocol was adopted, 
including Article 8, despite Soviet reservations. In the midst of postwar 
reconstruction, colonial readjustments, Cold War tensions, and the 
political challenge posed by a growing number of newly independent 
states, drug control efforts provided one way for industrial countries, 
particularly the United States, to secure international dominance 
through a selective regulatory apparatus portrayed as an act of interna-
tional benevolence. The delegate from India remarked on the unprece-
dented embrace of drug control, comparing it to burgeoning efforts to 
control atomic power:

It was easy to imagine the sensation it would cause if the First Committee 
were to adopt unanimously, after a single day’s discussion, a convention for 
the control of atomic energy. Yet the difference between the two problems 
was not so great. Both were the result of progress achieved through science, 
progress which might be put to either good or bad uses. The destruction 
which the atomic bomb could wreak, though more limited in its extent, was 
more spectacular, whereas synthetic drugs were able to do great damage 
insidiously and continuously, on a larger scale. They destroyed the mind 
before they destroyed the body.43

Political, economic, and cultural factors infl uenced which drugs 
under what circumstances would fall under the system of control, 
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something implicitly acknowledged in this declaration that scientifi c 
“progress” could be put to both “good and bad uses.” It was the drug 
control regime itself that delineated the boundaries of legality—when 
an individual, offi cial, institution, or government was putting drugs to 
“good” or “bad” uses—and offi cials administering the system based 
these determinations on the authority of Western scientists, inevitably 
and profoundly shaped by power hierarchies and cultural bias. Argu-
ments over colonial authority exhibited this tendency. So too did the 
language and categories of enforcement enshrined in the 1948 Protocol, 
particularly the assignation of the label “addictive.” The idea that opium 
and cocaine were “addictive” provided the foundational justifi cation for 
the entire drug control regime. The deployment of this term in negotia-
tions over the 1948 Protocol showed the ongoing manipulation of the 
concept to augment the capacity of industrial countries to infl uence the 
lives of people and communities around the world in very concrete 
ways.

The CND drafted the 1948 Protocol, which introduced regulations 
to limit the manufacture of and monitor the trade in certain synthetic 
drugs to be overseen by the Drug Supervisory Body (DSB). It delegated 
to the WHO the authority to determine which substances should be 
controlled based on whether “the drug in question is capable of produc-
ing addiction or of conversion into a product capable of producing 
addiction.”44 National governments adhering to the treaty had to report 
to the UN secretary general the discoveries of synthetic drugs that might 
prove “liable to the same kind of abuse and productive of the same kind 
of harmful effects” as those attributed to coca and opium, and the sec-
retary general in turn would notify the CND and the WHO. The WHO 
made a scientifi c determination of a substance’s potential danger and 
the CND launched regulation when necessary. The Preamble to the 
1948 Protocol summarized the treaty’s origin and function: “Consider-
ing that the progress of modern pharmacology and chemistry has 
resulted in the discovery of drugs, particularly synthetic drugs, capable 
of producing addiction,” the treaty placed these drugs “under control in 
order to limit by international agreement their manufacture to the 
world’s legitimate requirements for medical and scientifi c purposes and 
to regulate their distribution.” The 1948 Protocol did not apply to all 
synthetic drugs, but exclusively to drugs deemed to have addictive prop-
erties similar to opium and cocaine. The two original “narcotic drugs” 
subject to international control, the poppy plant and coca leaves and 
their valued derivatives (opium and cocaine), remained entrenched as 
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the benchmark for all other drugs in determining whether they should 
be deemed addictive and regulated as “narcotics.”

Drug control offi cials identifi ed “addiction” as the object of their 
regulatory and policing endeavors, and defi ning the concept became an 
important aspect of establishing the regime’s effective domain. Deter-
mining the “addictive” properties of synthetic drugs became the desig-
nated responsibility of the WHO’s Expert Committee on Drugs Liable 
to Produce Addiction, which in 1949 defi ned its task as follows: “The 
Expert Committee . . . is to investigate the extremely complicated situa-
tion created by the production of a whole group of new synthetic prod-
ucts whose analgesic properties produce an effect analogous to that of 
morphine and are habit-forming or which lend themselves readily to 
conversion into drugs capable of producing addiction.”45

Synthetic opiates were the largest category of drug leaking into illicit 
channels at that time. Drug control authorities, particularly in the 
United States, also worried about the illicit circulation of synthetic ver-
sions of cocaine. As early as the 1930s, studies were done to help “gov-
ernment chemists . . . identify both cocaine and novocaine separately.” 
This grew out of police anxiety that “illegal cocaine seized by the Nar-
cotics Bureau . . . had been adulterated with novocaine,” or even com-
pletely substituted by it.46 In 1945 the FBN failed to secure a conviction 
for illicit novocaine seized at the border when the defense attorney suc-
cessfully argued the drug was not a derivative of the coca leaf and con-
sequently did “not come within the purview” of federal narcotic law.47 
Anslinger raised alarm and, concurrent with international efforts to 
control synthetics, the United States amended its narcotic law to “rede-
fi ne the term ‘Narcotic Drugs’ to include synthetic substances which are 
chemically identical with a drug derived from opium or coca leaves.” As 
an FBN circular described the adjustment to its agents, “it was decided 
to amend the law so that such distinction [whether synthetic drugs were 
‘narcotics’] would be unnecessary.”48 According to the FBN, the time for 
policing synthetically manufactured drugs as “narcotics” had arrived.

Drug control now targeted synthetic drugs believed to mimic the pre-
sumed addictive qualities of opium and cocaine. The international drug 
control regime’s emphasis on “drugs capable of producing addiction” 
bolstered international efforts to limit the circulation of particular sub-
stances, like coca, and in the process justifi ed policing people deemed 
threatening to the social, political, and economic status quo. This was 
evident when the CND investigated the “problem” of coca leaf chewing 
in 1949 and turned to the WHO Expert Committee for help. The CND 
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asked to be furnished with “defi nitions of the terms ‘drug addiction,’ 
‘addiction forming drugs,’ and ‘fundamental structure of addiction-
forming drug’ . . . to illustrate such defi nitions by references to appro-
priate drugs.” In response to this request, the Expert Committee 
explained that essential to defi ning the notion of “addiction” was distin-
guishing it from the term “habit-forming.” The head of the Expert Com-
mittee elaborated this point in an exchange with its US delegate: “In the 
Paris Protocol of November 1948, and even as early as in the 1931 
Convention, the word ‘addiction’ has been used in preference to ‘habit.’ 
In my opinion, ‘addiction’ corresponds better than ‘habit’ to the mean-
ing. There are many habits which have nothing to do with addiction. 
Therefore, ‘addiction-forming’ drugs might be a more appropriate 
expression than ‘habit-forming.’ ”49

The US delegate, Nathan B. Eddy—who served as a medical offi cer at 
the US Public Health Service (USPHS)—concurred and emphasized, “at 
least for control purposes ‘addicting drug’ is a more exact term and 
nearer the meaning intended than ‘habit-forming’; as you say, the latter 
is too comprehensive.”50

“For control purposes,” then, “addicting” was determined to refl ect 
the greater social menace posed by the consumption of certain drugs. 
The Expert Committee went on to offi cially “caution against the errone-
ous characterization as addiction-producing, of such substances or 
drugs which in fact do not bear a real addiction character, but merely 
create habituation. The use of tobacco is an example, alcohol is another.” 
The “real addiction characters” of certain drugs as defi ned by the WHO 
was unique in many ways “from many earlier ones, given by pharma-
cologists and psychiatrists, in the sense that they include the social 
aspect, the harm done not only to the individual but to society.”51 So, 
the dangerous aspect of drug consumption, according to the parameters 
of the emerging drug control regime, resided not only in an individual’s 
consumption habits or even the physiological action of the drug on a 
person’s body, but also in the threat these bodies posed to the larger 
society. As such the defi nition inherently structured into the drug con-
trol regime the power of cultural, racial, class, gender, national, and 
other biases to infl uence the determination of what constituted a men-
ace to the community.

Such biases were evident in the work and conclusions of the UN 
Commission of Enquiry on the Coca Leaf, as discussed more extensively 
in the previous chapter. It was widely acknowledged at the time, as 
described in the US publication Natural History in 1947, that “the coca 
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habit is more universal among Andean Indians than the tobacco habit is 
among civilized people.”52 And the fact that the habit of coca leaf chew-
ing, unlike tobacco, was prevalent among a racially distinct and eco-
nomically impoverished population who were not considered “civi-
lized,” made the attack on coca seem all the more necessary. The WHO’s 
logic refl ected larger structures of power operative in the world at mid-
century. And the parameters of the drug control regime—those drugs 
(and people) that got targeted—were fl exible in defense of this larger 
vision. When specifi cally asked to address the question of coca leaf 

 figure 7. A Peruvian peasant in Vicos in 1952 holding a coca leaf bag, lime dispenser 
(to dip into while chewing the leaf), and a cigarette in his hand. According to drug 
control offi cials, tobacco use constituted a “habit” while coca consumption was an 
“addiction.” [“Vicosino Holding Coca Bag, Lime Dispenser.” Photograph by Abraham 
Guillén. Allan R. Holmberg collection on Peru, #14–25–1529. Division of Rare and 
Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library.]
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chewing, “The Expert Committee came to the conclusion that coca 
chewing is detrimental to the individual and to society and that it must 
be defi ned and treated as an addiction, in spite of the occasional absence 
of those characteristics.”53

Scientists declaring coca addictive, despite “the occasional absence of 
those characteristics,” suggests the defi nition was more socially than 
scientifi cally based, a phenomenon long true in the history of the polic-
ing of cocaine.54 As early as the 1920s scientists drew clear distinctions 
between the physiologically addictive properties of opiates—where 
symptoms of withdrawal were manifest—in contrast to cocaine. Never-
theless, cocaine users in scientifi c and popular representations contin-
ued to be identifi ed as “addicts.” In a 1929 article in the Journal of 
Pharmacology and Experimental Therapeutics the social aspect of 
addiction trumped the “absence” of physical symptoms: “Although, 
therefore, in contrast to morphine, we consider a tolerance to cocaine in 
the pharmacological sense as unproved, we are compelled to recognize 
the fact of a passionate addiction.”55 The threat posed by such addic-
tion, fi rst diagnosed among consumers in the industrial world in the 
1920s, was similar to that which would animate attacks on coca leaf 
chewing in the Andes in the 1940s and 1950s. It resided in the percep-
tion of the related uncontrolled behaviors deemed “irregular” or socially 
undesirable. As the author of the textbook Practical Pharmacology 
characterized the threat, cocaine was “a substance to produce complete 
abandon and an utter disregard for consequences and future . . . the 
normal person gets no pleasure from injections of cocaine.”56 And else-
where, “Chronic cocainism produces marked sexual irregularities in 
man, usually increasing libido by allowing freer play of the imagination; 
most female cocainists exhibit nymphomania.”57 Beyond the implicit 
gendered hierarchy of presumed independent thought even among 
addicts in this particular characterization, the politics of declaring and 
identifying a “passionate addiction” was rooted in racial, gender, and 
class confl icts in both the Andes and the United States. The medical 
concept “addiction” was a category most meaningful among the fi eld of 
international experts who defi ned and enforced it, not exclusively as a 
scientifi c phenomena, but as a social construction of the object, behav-
ior, or population to be controlled—through imposed isolated or refash-
ioning into productive members of society.

By the 1950s such defi nitions of addiction drew upon scientifi c 
research in both the Andes and the United States. Studies of indigenous 
coca consumption helped establish the baseline for the drug control 
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regime’s policing of “addiction.” In the industrial world, other vulnera-
ble populations would become the objects of scientifi c inquiry into the 
addictive properties—and attendant need for regulation—of an array 
of new synthetic substances being churned out by pharmaceutical labo-
ratories.

the narcotic farm

At mid-century, drug development and experimentation (particularly 
when involving the use of human subjects) tended to occur (or at least 
get documented) within public institutional settings. In both the Andes 
and the United States the test subjects for such research were drawn 
primarily from military personnel, prisoners, asylum populations, com-
mitted “narcotics addicts,” and poor people in need of medical assist-
ance or cash. This was dramatically on display at the US Narcotic Farm 
run by the USPHS in Lexington, Kentucky. As the Commissioner of 
Narcotics testifi ed before Congress about the work being done at this 
institution:

We are having a drug revolution. New drugs are coming into the fi eld of 
medicine, all of which, so far, were discovered in Germany during the war. . . . 
Every country in the world is now going to ascribe to the protocol on syn-
thetic drugs. We will put these new drugs in the same compartment as mor-
phine and heroin and other derivatives of opium and the coca leaf. All of 
those organizations are looking to one place, and only one place, where we 
can get accurate information, and that is the work at Lexington.58 

And indeed, the CND, the National Research Council, the WHO, and 
a range of pharmaceutical fi rms all drew upon the work done by scientists 
working for the USPHS at Lexington to determine the addictive potential 
of various new substances and, by extension, the reach of drug control. 
The Narcotic Farm was jointly run by the USPHS and the Bureau of Pris-
ons and it housed a research unit—the Addiction Research Center which 
was at that time the only research center in the world that was conducting 
studies on “addiction” using live subjects—i.e., prisoner-patients who had 
previously been identifi ed as “addicts” and were deemed, as such, 
extremely valuable for testing the addictive potential of new drugs. FBN 
Commissioner Anslinger exulted, “There is no question about the research 
work there. It is the fi nest in the world. The research is not conducted 
upon animals, but upon individuals who are themselves addicts.”59

A new politics of value was being advanced with the growth 
of American power and it was profoundly on display in the market’s 
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infl uence on laboratory agendas. At Lexington, market and scientifi c 
value merged in the efforts to cultivate valuable people and to cultivate 
valuable drugs. A guiding principle of the research done at Lexington 
was to develop drugs that might be substitutes for other drugs—value, 
as with money, relied as much on a substance’s fungibility, on the capac-
ity to replace existing drugs with similar, but more strategically valuable 
versions, than on any intrinsic health benefi t. And value in this context 
was part of a complex diplomatic, economic, and legal calculus.

As the tenets of international drug control were being construed 
around the policing of “addictive” substances, the National Research 
Council’s National Committee on Drug Addiction made it a priority to 
collaborate with the pharmaceutical industry in an effort to “systemati-
cally set out to review all compounds that promised to achieve analgesic 
effects without producing physiological symptoms of tolerance and 
withdrawal.” Science and pharmacology promised to relieve social con-
fl ict. “The committee maintained that through substitution, industrial 
production of alkaloids could be ‘reduced to a minimum,’ thus lessening 
the police authority necessary to control the situation.”60 Thus the 
research at Lexington was not so much designed to rehabilitate 
“addicts,” who were largely considered to be unredeemable, but rather 
to test out new synthetic substitutes being cranked out by American 
pharmaceutical laboratories. Experimental drug trials for new com-
pounds being put out by companies including Merck, Eli Lilly, Parke-
Davis, and many others benefi ted from the research conducted at Lex-
ington. This research reverberated through the drug regulatory regime. 
In justifying annual appropriations to continue the work at Lexington, 
the FBN commissioner reported to Congress in 1947: “Not so long ago 
I went to get demerol, a new synthetic drug, under control, and I had to 
prove that it was a habit-forming drug and it was only because of the 
work at Lexington that I was able to convince the Ways and Means 
Committee that this drug should be under control.”61

Demerol was just one of a number of drugs that fell under the pur-
view of the international 1948 Protocol based on research into addic-
tion being conducted at the Lexington Narcotic Farm.62 The work at 
Lexington helped establish both national and international defi nitions 
of “addiction” that infl uenced the orientation of international drug con-
trol. For a country intent on cultivating mass consumption, the policing 
of addiction offers a striking window onto the political economy of US 
power. Not only was the category of “addiction” notoriously diffi cult to 
defi ne when detached from social and cultural understandings of it, but 
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as a legal category it structured enforcement according to the power of 
racial, national, cultural, and other biases to determine whose consump-
tion practices were targeted as a menace to the larger community. 
Unsurprisingly at Lexington, “The researchers were almost entirely 
white, upper- and middle-class professional men who experimented on 
poor, lower- and working-class, ethnically and racially diverse addicts.”63

This hierarchy was a direct consequence of the seemingly neutral sci-
ence that had been brought to bear on the defi nition of addiction. The 
medical director of USPHS at Lexington, Kentucky, described his 
research conclusions on the nature of addiction before an audience of 
the American Psychiatric Association in 1947: “The term ‘addiction’ 
need not be confi ned to the use of substances. Persons who pursue cer-
tain practices to their own or the public’s inconvenience, harm or peril 
are sometimes a greater problem than those who misuse a substance. It 
may well be that internal or external diffi culties responsible for the 
unwise pursuit of a practice and those responsible for the misuse of a 
substance are similar.”64

The social and the biological were intimately linked, he suggested, 
and addiction was a manifestation not merely of a drug’s impact on the 
human body, but of a person who already exhibited socially dysfunc-
tional behavior. It is striking how notions of social conformity rooted in 
a particular model of consumer capitalism were prominently on display. 
As historian Nancy Campbell explains, the test subjects at Lexington 
were deemed socially irredeemable and, as such, incredibly valuable as 
“research material”—a sobering refashioning of people as human raw 
material inputs into the chemical laboratories of US capitalism. “Drug 
addicts, who occupy the social category of unproductive or even anti-
productive, were rendered ‘useful’ through the exercise of scientifi c dis-
cipline at the [Addiction Research Center].”65 Echoing this logic, the 
medical director at Lexington testifi ed before Congress in 1948, “Nar-
cotic addiction is a public-health menace inasmuch as without control 
addiction spreads and persons addicted become submissive, ambition-
less and abject.” The “typical symptoms of drug addiction” are evident 
in the “loss of self-control.” The doctor went on to describe the promise 
of social transformation such research might bring about: “In addition 
to this unconditioning and as a substitute for old habits, new habits 
must be built up; and for this reason the addict under treatment should 
be kept busy in some useful way during all his waking hours.”66

And Lexington provided an experimental context to do just that. 
As its original title suggests, the Narcotic Farm as a penal-research 
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institution was also operated as a labor farm. Its institutional name 
would be changed to “Public Health Service Hospital” when “people 
began to ask where the narcotics were grown,” although it never shook 
the nickname “Narco.”67 Arguably narcotics were indeed being grown, 
or at least tested on the premises; however, the confi dence behind the 
entranceway’s dramatic inscription (“United States Narcotic Farm”) 
was based on the idea of the redemptive value of productive labor. 
Inmates at Lexington operated a clothing factory, a furniture factory, a 
farm, and a patient commissary.68 The farm was intended to be self-
sustaining and the other capital industries produced products “utilized 
by government agencies.”69 In fact, during the war the Army received 
articles manufactured at Lexington of “value in excess of $100,000.”70

With the revolution in drug development underway, synthetic drugs 
offered the opportunity to replace drugs deemed dangerous (addictive) 
with nonaddictive substitutes and alternatives (of course, many of the 
drugs produced like methadone and others turned out to be just as 
addictive as the drugs, in this case heroin, they were intended to replace). 
Similarly people deemed “antiproductive” threats to the community 

 figure 8. Federal Narcotic Farm, Lexington, Kentucky. [Photo by Arthur Rothstein.]
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(convicted felons) could be put to work and, if not completely trans-
formed themselves, might contribute to the greater social good. The 
logic of the laboratory was intimately linked to a vision for policing 
drug production and consumption, and the way this new drug market 
incorporated people’s bodies reveals much about the cultural and social 
implications of capitalist-driven modernization.

alchemy in the andes

Policing and regulation were not tied simply to limitation and repres-
sion, but also to the positive production of capitalist consumer habits. 
This was true in both the United States and the Andes, at both ends of 
the economic circuit through which coca commodities fl owed. In par-
ticular the policing of drug production and consumption was guided 
largely by identifying “addiction” as the benchmark for designating 
select drug consumption “illegitimate.” The deployment of a language 
of “addiction” to attack certain contexts of drug consumption relied on 
identifying the bodies of people deemed socially threatening to become 
the test subjects for drug development and social engineering across the 
Americas. The research conclusions devised from human drug experi-
mentation in the United States would be replicated in US-led Andean 
projects of social engineering. US national strategic priorities incorpo-
rated a commitment to US-manufactured drugs as a component of 
encouraging specifi c models of modernization and development, defi n-
ing the rights of citizenship, and controlling the physical bodies of peo-
ple targeted for necessary social and cultural transformation in the 
United States, Peru, and Bolivia. The alchemy of empire consisted of 
more than simply the control of plants and physical material. It was also 
a process of cultivating the necessary social order, modeling the laboring 
and consuming habits of populations to quite literally fuel and sustain 
the envisioned economic transformations. In this regard, drugs were not 
merely valued as “commodities of commerce” but were deemed critical 
tools of international diplomacy and even, for an array of public and 
private offi cials, the very basis for pursuing US national security.

American laboratories had an impact on both the logic and material 
practices of US development policy internationally. The possibilities of 
laboratory transformation were explored not only in penal institutions 
in the United States, but also in peasant communities across the Andes 
where fears of social upheaval were countered by US-oriented develop-
ment projects. World War II profoundly transformed the pharmaceutical 
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industry with massive government subsidies to this strategic materials 
sector, fueling new drug developments and the expansion of US pharma-
ceutical markets around the world. Traveling with troops and aided by 
agents from the US Board of Economic Warfare, US pharmaceuticals 
replaced those of their former, now defeated, primary competitors, the 
Germans and the Japanese. In the aftermath of the war, the task of famil-
iarizing the “underdeveloped” world with American-manufactured drug 
products assumed an increased urgency in the context of burgeoning 
Cold War Soviet and US competition over spheres of infl uence. Many 
US-backed research institutions, businessmen, scientists, anthropolo-
gists, public health offi cials, police and military personnel, and diplomats 
aggressively embraced this challenge and grounded it in an ideological 
vision of US world leadership. As John T. Connor, president of pharma-
ceutical giant Merck & Co., Inc., warned an audience at the American 
Management Association in 1958: “The Soviet is at least as well equipped 
medically as it is economically to match us in underdeveloped coun-
tries. . . . And when this well-staffed army sallies forth from its borders—
as it will—carrying the nostrums of Communism in its medical kit, it will 
have a proposal to make that could be quite appealing. Reorganize your 
state along our lines, the proposal would go, and you, too, can do what 
we did—make the fastest progress in health achieved by any large nation 
in modern times.”71

The fear of a spreading sympathy for communism combined advan-
tageously with the capitalist ambition to profi t from social reorganiza-
tion. These US visionaries found welcome partners among the Andean 
political and economic elite who embraced US ties and “viewed eco-
nomic development as a bulwark against communism.”72 In the context 
of competing Cold War economic initiatives, Merck’s president went on 
to explain what this development entailed: “the Bolshevik planners 
were right when they decided to pour enormous effort into their human 
capital on the theory that better health as well as better education would 
have to precede to better output. . . . This concept of the relation 
between human capital and economic growth could turn out to be deci-
sive as the Soviet sets forth to meet the rising expectations of Asia, 
Africa, the Middle East and even Latin America with a program of 
health, development and Communism.”73

US programs of health, development, and capitalism were already 
well underway. In fact, North American advisers had been involved in 
developing “human capital” in Peruvian and Bolivian “development” 
projects since the war prompted US advisors to study and recommend 
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economic development programs that continued to infl uence govern-
ment initiatives throughout the 1940s and 1950s.74 The United States 
was the region’s primary export market, and US public and private cap-
ital was the largest source of foreign investment in Peru and Bolivia at 
the time, particularly in the mining industry—an industry of critical 
importance as a supplier of material to the US military.75 The US Offi ce 
of Inter-American Affairs spearheaded US involvement, pursuing 
Andean development through defi ning and institutionalizing “public 
health.” Public health campaigns were launched specifi cally to prioritize 
and transform “critical economic sectors.”76 Maintaining healthy mine 
workers and promoting market-oriented rather than subsistence-based 
agriculture was the focus of US initiatives. The American representative 
from the International Cooperation Agency (predecessor to the US 
Agency for International Development [AID]), John J. Bloomfi eld, who 
helped establish national public health programs in the 1940s in both 
Peru and Bolivia, focused these efforts on promoting “occupational” 
health in the major export industries.77 Health and the economy then 
were becoming mutually constitutive categories of modernization and 
progress.

Following the coca commodity circuit back into the Andes provides 
a window onto the capitalist values that structured modernization and 
development schemes and the way in which these visions targeted indig-
enous peoples—much like the coca leaf itself or the prisoner-patients at 
Lexington—approaching them as raw material in need of transforma-
tion to generate greater value. The logic of coca leaf control was embed-
ded in debates about the land, life, labor, and consumption habits of 
Andean Indians. While governments deployed law enforcement to 
establish a line between licit and illicit cocaine, regulating the coca leaf 
would prove more complicated. In many ways this refl ected a much 
longer colonial and imperial history. Historian Kenneth Lehman has 
argued that the twin exploitation of “silver and Indians” drove Spanish 
colonial policy in the Andes and continued to characterize post-inde-
pendence governments’ structural exclusion of Indians from “national 
life.”78 This marked only the beginnings of an ongoing imperial encoun-
ter where local European-descended elites joined with foreign and, by 
the mid-twentieth century, primarily US-based interests to approach the 
native population as “vital resources of revenue.”79

The UN focus on controlling the coca leaf (or “supply side” of the 
market) ensured that this aspect of international drug control consti-
tuted an intervention in local confl icts over the terms of national 
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economic development and, in particular, indigenous peoples’ envi-
sioned contribution to the larger society. Centuries-long debate had 
swirled around Indian coca leaf consumption that, until these UN ini-
tiatives, was accepted as a necessary, if vexing, aspect of assuring indig-
enous labor capacity.80 Neither national nor international elites particu-
larly worried about transgressing Indian cultural traditions, yet there 
was considerable interest in maintaining control over the labor force by 
acknowledging both customary usage and the leaf’s central role in the 
wage-labor economy. As late as 1940, the Bolivian government decreed 
that coca was “an article of prime necessity” and ordered its compul-
sory sale in mining and railway companies.81 The UN Commission of 
Enquiry into the Coca Leaf’s report in 1951 (see the previous chapter), 
and the national and international experts with whom it consulted, suc-
cessfully shifted the regulatory landscape to identify coca leaf chewing 
as an obstacle to national development.

Arguments for coca eradication stigmatized Indian practices while 
proselytizing a model of “civilization” based on liberal visions of land 
ownership, hard work, and consumer capitalism.82 The attack on coca 
entailed the transformation of individual habits, as well as a general 
restructuring of the national economy (to secure the export market and 
stabilize the region for foreign investment).83 Coca was a source of gov-
ernment revenue and a linchpin of the informal market. As noted earlier, 
Gutiérrez-Noriega estimated the “coca leaf [was] the single most impor-
tant item of commerce in the Andes.”84 The UN commission supported 
these claims, fi nding that “except in some cattle markets, business is on 
a small scale and generally limited to the exchange of products between 
the Indians. An exception is coca leaf; it is, as a rule, paid for in cash. In 
such markets coca leaf is sold by the Indian who grows his own crop.”85 
Coca eradication thus entailed the radical transformation of the domes-
tic cash economy including the elimination of many people’s primary 
medium of exchange, subsistence, and access to money, outside of the 
wage-labor sector. As one of an array of international development mis-
sions warned in 1951, “it must be constantly remembered that from 
one-half to two thirds of [Bolivia’s] people still live practically outside 
the money economy on a more or less self-sustaining basis.”86 The drug 
control agenda called for the eradication of coca leaf chewing as central 
to the process of dispossession required to create a wage labor–based 
consumer economy in the Andes.

An array of development schemes sought to tackle the issue. One 
such example was the ambitious “Andean Indian Project” coordinated 
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by the “Expanded Program of Technical assistance of the UN and the 
specialized agencies.” Beginning in 1952 this broad effort brought scien-
tifi c “experts” to Bolivia, Peru, and Ecuador, “to raise the health, nutri-
tion, housing, education, working and social standards of the altiplano 
people and to integrate them into the social and economic life of their 
countries.”87 A number of dramatic initiatives were launched, including 
crop replacement and expansive resettlement programs designed to 
relocate Indians from their traditional lands in the high Andes to lower, 
more tropical regions where the conditions for large-scale commercial 
agriculture were imagined to pertain. As Enrique Sánchez de Lozada, 
the head of the International Labor Organization program, pointed out, 
these experts believed that solving the agrarian problem must take the 
Indian into account who “by the very weight of his number is the most 
important factor in the economy.”88

These programs fused visions of eradicating communities’ cultural 
habits with effecting modernization, “integrating” the native into 
national society, and coca was central to these concerns. Cornell Univer-
sity anthropologist Allan Holmberg, an important fi gure in experimen-
tal modernization schemes, articulated the ways in which coca in the 
Andes was fundamentally a marker of “Indianness”: “A person who 
speaks an Indian language, wears homespun dress, and chews coca will 
be classed as Indian. If the same person speaks Spanish, wears Western 
dress and does not chew coca, he may be classed—depending on other 
characteristics such as family name, occupation, education, and health—
as either mestizo or white.” Interestingly he went on to explain, “In a 
biological sense, at least, Peru has no racial problem. Its so-called ‘racial’ 
problem is largely a cultural one.”89

Perhaps embracing a postwar reluctance to accept race and biology 
as an explanatory framework for inequality, and also refl ecting the way 
in which sociocultural factors had always shaped “Indian” identity in 
the Andes, such arguments blurred the line between cultural practice 
and racially based notions of cultural, or even genetic, supremacy that 
increasingly were being articulated—in both the United States and the 
Andes—through the extension of a policing apparatus that accompa-
nied modernization and economic development schemes. Such argu-
ments helped justify an attack on indigenous communities. This involved 
outright criminalization of traditional practices (such as the banning of 
coca leaf chewing among soldiers and among laborers on certain large-
scale agricultural projects) but also a larger attack on indigenous cul-
ture and society as these scholars sought to remake indigenous peoples 
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into “productive” members of modernized nations. The United Nations 
Review echoed these sentiments when it described a scene of an 
unknown Andean woman holding a baby in a marketplace: “Though 
poverty and ignorance have been the woman’s lifetime companion, 
there is a chance the baby she holds on her lap will lead a totally differ-
ent kind of life.”90

Offi cials debated the best ways to make Indians modern. In Bolivia 
for instance, offi cials worried that “considerable economic dislocation 
would be caused if its production [of coca] were suddenly to be discon-
tinued. It is suggested, therefore, that the transfer from coca to coffee 
should be gradual.” Replacing one stimulant with a more civilized other, 
coffee, was part and parcel of the economic logic that valued the 
unthreatening substitute: “In connection with the possible replacement 
of coca, priority should be given to tea together with coffee and a pilot 
project for tea similar to that proposed for coffee should be put into 
operation.”91 Development efforts depended on Andean indigenous 
labor to reconfi gure the agricultural landscape, and they also included 
initiatives to cultivate consumer markets in the Andes for “North Amer-
ican” manufactured goods. This reworking of human raw material was 
to be pursued in the fi elds as well as the mines. In fact dispensaries run 
by mining companies were the largest purchasers and distributors of US 
pharmaceuticals and employed a labor force that might easily be sold, if 
adequately educated, other commodities like Coca-Cola (something the 
company was aggressively pursuing at that time).92

The vision behind a Cornell University agricultural development 
experiment on a hacienda in Vicos, Peru, embodied the almost mission-
ary quality that often accompanied US Cold War initiatives in social 
engineering. The project’s director, Allan Holmberg, explained, “Cornell 
University undertook a systematic program of research and develop-
ment in order to determine how an Indian population would respond to 
a concerted effort to introduce it to a more modern way of life.”93 The 
Cornell Peru Project in collaboration with the Peruvian Indian Institute 
was viewed by its program managers—men who assumed the role of 
patron, a boss and patriarchal fi gure that could demand labor from 
peasants on the hacienda—as a “natural laboratory.”

We were trying to manipulate and control large and complex blocks of real-
ity (environment, society, and culture) in their natural setting. At the same 
time, we were trying to conduct our experiments and our interventions by 
dealing with substance that has a real meaning to the Vicosinos (like pota-
toes, cattle, land, or health). And we were trying to deal with this substance 
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within the total context of culture. This, of course, is not experimentation in 
the laboratory sense of the measurement of the precise effect of a single 
variable, but rather the development of a strategy for the manipulation and 
control of systems or sets of variables in the direction of meaningful and 
purposeful ends.94

The “purposeful ends” in this context was indigenous participation 
in capitalist development. Vicos was a community in Peru whose peo-
ple, as labor, were owned by the land lessee—a lease bought by Cornell 
University that it administered during the 1950s in collaboration with 
the Peruvian government (with help from US AID, Carnegie, the Peace 
Corps, and others). Cornell’s researchers oversaw the Vicos Hacienda 
for fi ve years before allowing Indian self-government, taking advantage 
of forced labor requirements to facilitate the transition to commercial 
farming. All the while these researchers introduced what they described 
as revolutions (in pesticides, drugs, and general consumption) in a self-
conscious effort to stave off a real social revolution. Looking back on 
the project in 1964, one anthropologist-participant explained: “we sim-
ilarly regard the late Allan R. Holmberg as a truly revolutionary anthro-
pologist. Whereas [African independence leader] Kenyatta worked with 
native activists to confront colonial authorities and wrest power from 
them by force, Holmberg chose to prove a prototype for peaceful social 
reformation.”95 The program’s experimental ambition was to prevent 
revolutionary upheaval through liberal development schemes.

The seemingly neutral science of economic development, deploying 
Western expertise to bring about economic and cultural transformation, 
masked the very real political struggle being waged by indigenous com-
munities in the Andes seeking to redress their ongoing marginalization 
from economic and political power. Thus, in the Andes, the fear of revo-
lution was responding not merely to international communism, but 
rather to ongoing indigenous mobilizations, as Holmberg himself 
explained the desire to avoid a “pan-Indian or pan-peasant movement, 
as in Bolivia, which would usurp the power of the government and 
initiate drastic reform.”96 The revolution in Bolivia in 1952 did bring 
about the radical redistribution of land and power in the country, 
although by the end of the decade, most scholars agree, the conservative 
bourgeois faction of the leadership had effectively consolidated their 
control, in part through the embrace of US economic development 
programs.97

As Vicos researchers sought to transform subsistence farmers into 
wage laborers who manned large-scale export-oriented farms, native 



170  |  The Alchemy of Empire

 figure 9. Cornell graduate student teaching a Vicosino the application 
of chemical pesticides. [“Mario Vazquez and a peasant spraying the 
crops with DDT.” Photograph by Abraham Guillén. Allan R. Holmberg 
collection on Peru, #14–25–1529. Division of Rare and Manuscript 
Collections, Cornell University Library.]

communities fought back to preserve some of their customary rights and 
cultural practices. One example was the negotiation over “traditions” 
that actually stemmed from peonage rather than cultural practice, such as 
trying to eliminate coca leaves as wage payment and challenging workers’ 
customary coca-chewing breaks or rest and rejuvenation time which from 
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the perspective of the patron seemed a marker of “laziness” but for the 
“Vicosino on the other hand this was a social period, characterized by 
conversation and joking.”98 While “[c]ontrary to early expectations, there 
ha[d] been little resistance to the acceptance of modern medical practices 
or even to the purchase of modern drugs,” these experts were frustrated 
by the persistence of cultural values that seemed to undermine the preem-
inence of the cash and export-oriented economy.99 “More often than not, 
increased economic benefi ts are channeled through traditional value and 
social systems, intensifying old imbalances . . . for example, that addi-
tional income derived from economic development may be spent in gain-
ing prestige through staging more elaborate religious fi estas rather than 
be put to productive uses.”100 These experts echoed the vision of a UN 
technical mission in Bolivia that identifi ed “the fi esta and the habit of 
coca leaf chewing” as the source of “nonessential expenditure [which] is 
directly harmful to health and working effi ciency,” and recommended 
that “education on the evils of the present habits should be accompanied 
by an increased supply of household and other goods suitable for popular 
consumption.”101

• • •

The legacy of these initiatives is mixed, although it does help explain 
some of the structural delineation of legal and illegal drug economies—
as well as the confl icts they engendered. Holmberg would look back on 
the work done at Vicos with pride: “The traditional system is now being 
subjected to many inroads. Today there are few communities that have 
not been touched, however lightly by the technological revolution. 
Coca-cola, the tin can, penicillin, and even the wrist watch and radio 
have penetrated to the most remote haciendas of the Andes.”102

Interestingly all of the products mentioned may have been manufac-
tured from raw materials—coca, tin, chinchona—exported from the 
Andes, although clearly here rhetorically the technological revolution is 
one being exported into—not out of—the region. Looking at the 
alchemy of empire at mid-century, considering substances, people, and 
communities affected by drug control initiatives, provides perspective 
on the logic and structures that facilitated the expansion of US capital-
ism. Healthy bodies and societies came to be defi ned in terms of their 
capacity to sustain a market hierarchically structured to promote North 
American–manufactured goods—and unhealthy, threatening bodies 
were targeted for experimentation and transformation. The unequal 
power between nations and within nations in the hemisphere translated 
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into the unequal roles that various peoples would play in the fashioning 
of a new world order.

While the therapeutic revolution embodied the privileged priorities 
of the manufacturing countries, this era that has been referred to as “the 
golden age of drug discovery” brought new challenges for policing, 
along with new possibilities for profi t making. Scholar James Le Fanu 
has aptly pointed out that “the dynamics of the therapeutic revolution 
owed more to a synergy between the creative forces of capitalism and 

 figure 10. Photograph, “General store in Vicos selling alcohol and coca,” 1951.
[Photograph by Abraham Guillén. Allan R. Holmberg collection on Peru, #14–25–1529. 
Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library.]
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chemistry than to the science of medicine and biology.”103 To this must 
be added not merely the creative force of capitalism and chemistry, but 
the power of the state to coerce participation within the new structures 
being lauded as the promise of the future. The success of US drug devel-
opment depended not only on the ability to procure and transform the 
raw material, but also on the capacity to test and market the reworked 
commodity as a desirable consumer item.

For prisoner-patients at Lexington, their drug crimes stripped them 
of their human rights, making them valuable inputs into the drug 
development process as raw material. In the Andes, indigenous commu-
nities with even fewer recognized rights were approached as objects for 
the study of social transformation: laboratory objects for the produc-
tion of a modern, productive citizenry. Concepts like “addiction” and 
the regulation and policing such labels justifi ed were selectively deployed 
in an effort to transform the habits and lifestyles of people not fully 
invested in—indeed often in active political, cultural, and social opposi-
tion to—the cultural and economic hegemony of the United States. In 
the context of the US-Soviet Cold War rivalry, and the attendant Ameri-
can interest in expanding the capitalist marketplace, these projects took 
on a peculiar urgency. The extension of the drug control regime pro-
vides perspective on the era’s “development economics,” which scholars 
Veronica Montecinos and John Markoff have argued “blossomed as the 
Western powers, especially the US, sought to continue and extend the 
now-established tradition of state-run economic management, with an 
eye to warding off Third World revolution.”104 The seeming contradic-
tion of a capitalist system dependent on mass production and mass con-
sumption targeting overconsumption or “addiction” was reconciled 
through cultural narratives grounded in scientifi c market logic. Implicit 
notions of cultural superiority profoundly shaped the scientifi c ration-
ale behind the selective attack on coca leaf chewing and the process 
of designating legitimacy within the system out of which it emerged. 
The logic of institutional and popular scientists, including their awk-
ward efforts to protect tobacco and alcohol from regulation while tar-
geting coca leaves, refl ected the larger structures of power operative in 
the world in the postwar era and, in particular, the determining infl u-
ence of US capitalism. The fear of revolution and desire for US power 
combined to create powerful cultural narratives around drug control 
that continued to animate the chemical cold war, as will be seen in the 
following chapter.
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While anthropologists involved in social engineering projects in the 
Andes hoped their work might forestall upheavals in the mold of Afri-
can liberation struggles, similar fears resonated on the fl oor of the 
United States Congress. During January 1952 annual appropriations 
hearings for the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, a World War II and Korean 
War veteran, and member of the House of Representatives, Alfred 
Sieminski, warned that international collaboration was urgently needed 
to prevent drugs being deployed as the fuel fi ring up global revolution: 
“I wonder, inasmuch as our fl eet now, for the fi rst time in history, is 
refueling in the Mediterranean, and great bases are being built in Africa 
and since Africa becomes of some interest to us, if you could pass on to 
your British counterparts that an Oxford graduate, later schooled in 
Moscow, is behind the colored unrest in the Kenya area and is no doubt 
the Kremlin’s No. 1 man to lead a race rebellion on that continent with 
the aid of drugs as fuel.”1

Rep. Sieminski’s vision, while misrepresenting Kenyan independence 
leader Jomo Kenyatta’s bio graphy, nevertheless embodied the conver-
gence of fear and global ambition that animated US discourse linking 
drugs to the Cold War, civil rights, and “race rebellion” in the 1950s and 
beyond. Persistent in this focus, Sieminski would later simplify his 
expression of concern: “Let us put it this way. Are drugs playing any 
part in the Mau Mau movement which seeks to throw the white man 
out of Africa?” FBN Commissioner Harry Anslinger confi rmed that 
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“riots” in Kenya had been traced to the “use of dagga, which is the same 
as hashish or marijuana, [and] has become widespread in Nairobi where 
the Government established a commission to look into the situation.”2 
Referring to a recent article in Life magazine, the congressman explained 
his line of questioning was motivated by the worry that “American mag-
azine and printed opinion deal well with the problem of communism 
and race tensions, yet little is said of the infl uence, if any, of narcotics in 
spreading both movements; in easing infi ltration to carry out missions 
of plunder, torture, degeneration, murder and death.”3

This pairing of narcotics with communism, racial tension, violence, 
and political rebellion was widespread in US public life and helped drive 
the passage of increasingly coercive drug laws and enforcement meas-
ures at both the national and international level throughout the 1950s. 
Examining this heightened policing of drugs shows new mechanisms of 
social control that depended in large part on monopolizing the power of 
laboratory-manufactured commodities in both material and symbolic 
form.4 This discourse selectively linked narcotics to criminality in con-
frontation with an increasingly empowered politics of social change. 
The congressman’s invocation of Kenyatta depended on sets of associa-
tions increasingly articulated in a white American reaction to the threat 
posed by African liberation movements at home and abroad. While in 
fact Kenyatta did not attend Oxford (he graduated from the London 
School of Economics), did not use drugs to fuel rebellion (as reporter 
J. A. Rogers said, “They don’t need it. The indignities and the injustices 
they suffer are enough to drive them on,”5) and was neither a Commu-
nist nor the leader of the Mau Mau (the Kenya Land and Freedom 
Movement), in London he did meet with Pan-Africanists such as civil 
rights leader Paul Robeson, whose passport had only recently, and very 
publicly, been revoked due to his criticism of US foreign policy in Korea. 
Extensive coverage of the anticolonial uprisings fueled white fears and 
mobilized black solidarities. So for instance, jazz drummer Art Blakey’s 
“A Message from Kenya” paid tribute to the rebellion through Afro-
Cuban musical forms, in a decade where the coercive powers of the 
state, mobilized in no small part through the pairing of drugs and war, 
confronted Soviet and Chinese Communism, the civil rights movement, 
“Negro” and Puerto Rican youth, jazz musicians, and Cuban revolu-
tionaries.6

In the early 1950s, as the Cold War turned hot in Korea and the 
superpowers jockeyed for global infl uence across the nationalist, antico-
lonial Third World, the material and symbolic power of drugs was both 
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celebrated and feared. The belief of diplomats, scientists, and pharma-
ceutical executives in the productive power of new drug developments 
was accompanied by intensifi ed national and international efforts to 
identify and police the perceived dangers posed by these drugs circulat-
ing outside these authorities’ sphere of infl uence. The “wonder drugs,” 
described in the last chapter, when viewed as migrating beyond the 
reach of direct control, easily devolved into mediums for transmitting 
social and political unrest, a phenomenon frequently described by 
recourse to a language of disease, contagion, social dysfunction, politi-
cal subversion, and criminality. This chapter follows US offi cials’ polic-
ing of the drug market as a constitutive element of efforts to consolidate 
a US-dominated capitalist economic system in the face of domestic and 
international challenges to its hegemony. It charts the role that “drug 
warfare” played in regulatory debates at the United Nations, in justify-
ing the introduction of the fi rst mandatory minimum sentences in the 
United States, and in shaping Cold War confrontations. The research 
reveals how a seemingly neutral logic linking science, law, health, and 
national security empowered policing offi cials to pursue perceived 
threats to the dominant cultural, political, and economic order. The 
selective policing of drugs became an important regulatory tool and 
rhetorically charged framework invigorating and defi ning the pursuit of 
US power.

cold war drug wars

World War II cemented the status of drugs as strategic materials and 
weapons of war. As alliances shifted in the war’s aftermath, the access of 
nations and people to participation within the legal market and their 
vulnerability to accusations of illicit traffi cking, refl ected the persistent 
power of drugs as tools for acquiring economic and political infl uence, 
as well as their symbolic importance in Cold War struggles over global 
dominance. By the early 1950s, US leadership at the United Nations 
Commission on Narcotic Drugs had established the centrality of the 
global drug control regime’s focus on the control of raw materials as 
well as ensuring that narcotic drugs, and synthetic substitutes for them, 
were subject to international controls. The work of the Commission of 
Enquiry on the Coca Leaf paired with ongoing diplomatic, political, 
and economic collaboration between the US and Andean nations pro-
duced in the early parts of the decade a sense of triumph at the FBN in 
relation to efforts to control the production of cocaine. This in turn 
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prompted a shift in focus of US global drug policy toward efforts to 
extend a similar system of control over opium producing nations, 
nations that did not fall exclusively within a US sphere of infl uence. At 
the end of the decade when new threats to US hegemony would appear 
in the hemisphere, particularly Cuba, specifi c accusations tied to cocaine 
traffi cking and hemispheric subversion would reemerge as central to 
drug policy and discourse. In the interim, the logical foundations of 
drug control, established during the previous decade with its alchemical 
power to target different substances, peoples, nations, and enemies, 
would be refi ned in polemical debates animated by Cold War and 
imperial rivalries.

These public debates about drugs, as agents of warfare and medicinal 
progress, provide a window onto the ideology of US imperialism. They 
also suggest the ways in which imperial ambition at mid-century, among 
both the United States and the Soviet Union, was articulated through a 
new logical framework that prioritized technological progress, scientifi c 
expertise, and economic productivity.7 The explicitly race-based argu-
ments that had previously justifi ed colonial conquest and genocide were 
increasingly replaced by arguments grounded in policing, public health, 
and the social sciences as the great powers battled for control and infl u-
ence across the colonial and postcolonial world. The convergence of 
chemicals and the Cold War was on dramatic display when the United 
Nations convened in New York in the spring of 1952. The national and 
international press reported on debates at the UN General Assembly 
and in the US Congress as the United States, Soviet Union, and China 
publicly traded heated accusations over the deployment of chemical 
weapons in the context of the Korean War.

During the early years of the Cold War, the United Nations became a 
public international forum for the Soviet Union, United States, and their 
respective allies to articulate competing ambitions and political confl icts 
within a bureaucratic institutional setting where rules of procedure 
rather than battlefi eld tactics predominated. A new imperial rivalry was 
on display, for example, when the Soviet Union persistently challenged 
the seating of the Nationalist Chinese (Kuomintang) representative 
[exiled to Formosa (Taiwan) after defeat by the Communists in the civil 
war] in place of a delegation from the People’s Republic of China, and 
the United States defended the same. In 1952, the representative of the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics began the UN’s Economic and Social 
Council’s First Special Session with a point of order declaring the pres-
ence of Kuomintang representatives “illegal” and “requested that that 
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they should be expelled and replaced by accredited representatives of 
the Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China.” 
The US representative retorted by reiterating his country’s consistent 
opposition to Soviet efforts to unseat the “the Nationalist Government 
of China,” arguing that the proposal “should not even be considered in 
view of the fact that the Chinese Communist Government, in its inter-
national behaviour, and specifi cally in Korea, was showing open disre-
spect for the principles upheld by the United Nations.”8

Referring to the ongoing confl ict on the Korean peninsula where US 
and UN forces battled the North Korean and Chinese armies, this con-
frontation embodied the rhetorical backdrop to a growing reliance on 
proxy war and the enfolding of liberation struggles within a US-Soviet 
bipolar global confl ict. Allegations of drug traffi cking played a surpris-
ingly central role. The United States, whose infl uence in 1952 at the 
United Nations far superseded the USSR’s, triumphed through procedural 
maneuver, preventing the Soviet proposal to seat the Chinese government 
from coming to a vote. Not, however, before the USSR exacted public 
revenge. The Soviet representative noted “It was well known that the 
Kuomintang represented nobody but a group of mercenaries in the pay of 
the United States Government.” Furthermore, his government was “sur-
prised to hear the United States representative mention the current situa-
tion in Korea as an argument in support of his proposal.” Countering, “As 
a matter of fact, it was rather the question of the bacterial warfare waged 
in Korea by the United States which should be discussed in the Council.”9

The United States disputed this allegation of deploying bacteriological 
warfare in an offi cial report through the CND to ECOSOC only two 
months later, and countercharged the Chinese and North Koreans with 
smuggling heroin into South Korea and Japan.10 Standing accused of 
bacterial warfare, the United States suggested it was the accusers who 
sought to infect the West with dangerous substances: narcotic drugs. 
While on the surface there might seem to be a fundamental categorical 
distinction between narcotic drugs and agents of bacteriological and 
chemical warfare, the line in fact was quite murky when research and 
researchers explored the productive and destructive powers of various 
natural and synthetic substances; studying the destructive potential and 
how to cure infectious disease went hand in hand, and involved both 
natural and laboratory-manufactured agents.11 Moreover, Cold War rhe-
torical combat often relied on the implicit connection between the two.

China denied using heroin as an offensive weapon, backed by the 
Soviet representative’s denunciation of this “slanderous falsehood,” and 
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attempted to have read into the record a refutation supplied by the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (PRC), which being excluded from the commis-
sion, could not “defend itself against such accusations.”12 FBN Commis-
sioner Anslinger later boasted in US congressional testimony, “I did not 
permit the Russian delegate to read the Chinese propaganda in the 
meeting. I called him on a point of order.” Anslinger contested allega-
tions of “the use of gas and bacteriological warfare by American troops,” 
and the Soviet contention that when speaking of heroin, “under the 
barbarous conditions of United States warfare—including the blockad-
ing of Communist China—no smuggling in or out of China was possi-
ble unless conducted by the Americans.” This back and forth over 
the warring powers’ interest in controlling an array of scientifi cally syn-
thesized substances, including narcotic drugs, became an attention-
grabbing aspect of Cold War confl ict. As control of chemical and bio-
logical entities became increasingly central to superpower rivalry, 
politically volatile debates joined market and military power to mimic 
the magic wrought by laboratories: one’s medicine became another’s 
poison as the celebrated potential of drugs also made them fearful 
weapons of war. For US offi cials involved in policing the domestic drug 
economy, as Anslinger explained, there “is a good answer to their charge 
of bacteriological warfare, because we can show that it is chemical (her-
oin) warfare which is being carried on.”13

Cold War confl ict brought to the fore the power of natural and syn-
thetic compounds to wreak havoc, whether overtly deployed as part of a 
military arsenal or covertly used to infect the social order and undermine 
military discipline of enemy nations. Simultaneously, these substances 
became increasingly valued for their potential to advance health and 
national prosperity. The physical substances deployed in chemical or 
bacteriological (or even atomic) warfare were distinct and varied; how-
ever, there was a widespread belief in both the promise and peril of tech-
nological innovation for human health and disease at mid-century. Bac-
teriological and chemical warfare had been deployed to devastating ends 
during World War II. While Nazi experiments have received much atten-
tion, the Japanese Imperial Army’s Unit 731, led by physician and Lieu-
tenant General Ishii Shiro, also experimented with human subjects to 
develop and spread biological warfare agents in China. As Ishii later 
testifi ed to US interrogators, “bacterial bombs had been made and tested 
and rather sophisticated efforts made to breed and employ disease 
vectors as well.”14 On the Allied side, the United States dropped incendi-
ary bombs fi lled with magnesium and napalm, which “caused more 
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widespread devastation in Japan than the atomic bomb.” As historian 
Ruth Rogaski chillingly assesses these policies, “Japanese citizens, like 
vermin, perished through the application of chemical technologies.”15 
The charges of narcotics drug warfare also pertained. The US Army 
accused the Japanese during World War II of war crimes for peddling 
drugs in conquered territories.16 Citing information supplied by the 
United States, the CND announced it was “profoundly shocked by the 
fact that the Japanese occupation authorities in Northeastern China uti-
lized narcotic drugs during the recent war for the purpose of undermin-
ing the resistance and impairing the physical and mental well-being of 
the Chinese people.” The UN narcotics body recommended to ECOSOC, 
“that the use of narcotics as an instrument of committing a crime of this 
nature be covered by the proposed Convention on the Prevention and 
Punishment of Genocide.”17

This back and forth augured the increasing centrality of drugs to 
contests over power in the decades following WWII. In fact it was the 
well-publicized US refusal to prosecute Lieutenant General Ishii at the 
Tokyo war crimes trials, in the interests of capitalizing on his research 
for the US government’s own biological warfare research program, 
which stoked Chinese suspicion that the United States was deploying 
bacteriological weapons in the Korean War.18 The confl ict escalated to 
the point of becoming, according to the US Army Center of Military 
History, “among the more remarkable episodes of the Korean War” 
when “North Korea, China, and ultimately the Soviet Union [attempted] 
to convince their own citizens and mankind at large that the United 
States was engaged in biological warfare (BW). Then and later Ameri-
can offi cials denied the charge and accused the Communist states of 
embarking on a propaganda campaign in an attempt to conceal their 
inability to control actual epidemics. The debate played a prominent 
part in the ideological struggle for world opinion that accompanied the 
fi ghting.”19

Drugs were powerful tools in modern warfare and the specter of the 
deliberate spreading of disease, the potential “inability to control actual 
epidemics,” was accompanied by public campaigns to reassure popula-
tions of their governments’ preparedness. The US government con-
tended with these issues in part through promoting pharmaceutical 
industry experimentation with concoctions that could be used as weap-
ons or alleviators of deliberately spread devastation, whether biological 
or chemical. George W. Merck, as the head of the government’s biologi-
cal warfare unit during World War II, described the nebulous line 
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between “biological and chemical agents” that might be used to attack 
humans or crops, and could “prove of great value” to agricultural devel-
opment, public health, and preparedness in case of postwar attack.20 
The US countercharge that infection spread from Communist states’ 
“inability to control actual epidemics” rather than US biological war-
fare attacks, whether accurate or not, did demonstrate the new signifi -
cance of drugs to national security. While there has been much disagree-
ment over the legitimacy of biological warfare accusations, the belief in 
their accuracy fueled the massive expansion of vaccination and public 
health campaigns in China, Korea, and the United States.21 US newspa-
pers broadcast the possibility that the Korean War “situation might be 
considered by the Soviets as a good one in which to stage a trial of such 
a weapon” and reassured the public that “mass immunization . . . is one 
of the weapons we are actively forging against germ warfare.” Science 
News Letter described the interest of “scientists and pharmaceutical 
manufacturers” in US nationwide polio vaccination trials in 1954 “as 
practice for what might have to be done if BW is ever let loose on the 
land.”22

This early 1950s US fear of future Communist biological warfare 
was accompanied in public accounts by a belief in the already immedi-
ate dangers posed by “chemical (heroin) warfare.” As the New York 
Times suggested in an editorial in 1953, the perception was widespread 
that Communist China was capitalizing on the revenue derived from 
the illicit sale of opium while also using “narcotic addiction as a weapon 
against the societies in which it can get a foothold”: “Opium as a secret 
weapon is considerably older than the Communist hullabaloo about 
bacteriological warfare. . . . This is not the time for timidity and soft 
words. . . . When we get the next bit of nonsense about [US] bacterial 
warfare the retort should be the documented charge against the Soviet 
Union and its puppets concerning something that is more deadly and 
that does not happen to be imaginary.”

In a portrayal of the culpability of drug users in helping fund the 
nation’s enemies (a tactic that became common to US antidrug cam-
paigns through the early twenty-fi rst century), the paper decried Com-
munist strategy “when teen-age addicts in New York are helping to pay 
for the shells that kill American boys in Korea.”23 Similarly a Los Ange-
les police sergeant entitled a chapter of his memoir, “Dope Versus the 
Atom Bomb,” implicitly contrasting “free world” arsenals to those of 
“Communist saboteurs,” as he declared, “Red China is engaging ‘war-
fare by dope’,” infecting US teenagers to “undermine the moral strength 
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of the nation.”24 Such interpretations illuminate how the narrative of 
criminal drug deployments shifted with the ebb and fl ow of diplomatic 
alliances. Until recently China had been the widely acknowledged vic-
tim of drug warfare dating back to European encroachment and the 
opium wars of the nineteenth century, culminating in the Japanese inva-
sion during WWII. Cold War politics radically transformed this narra-
tive in the wake of the US occupation of Japan and in response to the 
Chinese Revolution of 1949. Suddenly the United States recast the Chi-
nese as purveyors of addiction, and Japan (as an occupied ally, rather 
than Axis enemy recently accused of peddling drugs as a wartime atroc-
ity) joined the United States as victims of the nefarious drug warfare of 
Chinese Communists. In a “reverse irony” not lost on some members of 
Congress, US offi cials accused “Chinese Communists” of “a fantastic 
plot to ruin the US armies in Korea and Japan through the cheap ped-
dling of heroin.”25

cold war imperialism and the united nations

Anslinger, as head of the FBN, strategically deployed drug warfare alle-
gations to infl uence drug control policy at both the national and inter-
national levels, particularly with regard to his championing of interna-
tional passage and national ratifi cation of the 1953 Protocol for Limiting 
and Regulating the Cultivation of the Poppy Plant, the Production of, 
International and Wholesale Trade in, and Use of Opium (the Protocol). 
Described by William McAllister as the “high tide of the original drug-
control impetus,” the Protocol brought together the harsher aspects of 
US narcotics regulatory efforts, extending them to opium producing 
countries.26 With the two primary coca producing countries already col-
laborating to varying degrees with the drug control regime, Anslinger 
sought to extend its reach beyond the Western Hemisphere. The ongo-
ing focus on securing the production and distribution of raw materials 
took on global proportions and might be viewed as a proving ground 
for the reach of US imperial ambitions in the midst of the decline of the 
European colonial empires. Politicized accusations of dope peddling 
unfolded in a global context where an East–West rivalry between capi-
talism and communism increasingly fi ltered through disparities in 
wealth and power between the industrial and nonindustrial world, and 
where a North–South divide was being transformed by widespread 
upheaval as colonized yellow, brown, and black peoples challenged and 
overthrew white colonial power. Exemplifying this dynamic, when 
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Anslinger appeared before the Senate Subcommittee on Foreign Rela-
tions advocating US ratifi cation of the Protocol, the chairman of the 
committee depicted the global nature of the problem: “And we, of 
course, are well aware that North Korea, or the Chinese in North Korea, 
simply have been the satellites of the Kremlin. Now, is there any place 
where the Kremlin has penetrated elsewhere, Guatemala or any of the 
other places that they have utilized the drug that you know of—[?]”27

Acknowledging a hierarchy of proxy control, North Korea by the 
Chinese and the Chinese by the Kremlin, Anslinger denied direct knowl-
edge of the scope of Soviet penetration around the globe. Yet, the image 
of the Kremlin’s covert infl uence over “satellites” or “puppets” in rela-
tion to political subversion or, as with the earlier-described Mau Mau, 
fostering drug-induced rebellion, provided an ideological framework 
that at once represented the Third World as dangerously malleable, even 
unfi t for self-government, while providing the rationale for US imperial 
expansion. Just twenty days before this testimony a US-backed military 

 figure 11. Harry J. Anslinger testifying before the US Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee, 1954. [Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, reproduction 
number, LC-USZ62–120804.]
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coup had successfully ousted the democratically elected government of 
Guatemala.

While drug control was only one ideological and institutional weapon 
in the Cold War arsenal, following these efforts does provide a perspec-
tive on the forces propelling the larger struggle for global infl uence. The 
Protocol incorporated many of the provisions of previous treaties and 
was designed to consolidate them under one instrument with escalated 
powers of enforcement.28 It limited raw opium production to seven 
states (a “closed list” including Bulgaria, Greece, India, Iran, Turkey, the 
USSR, and Yugoslavia) and limited purchases of drugs exported from 
these states based on national estimates of legitimate demand—esti-
mates that would be set even for states not party to the convention. This 
was arguably an imperial effort to meet (and regulate), as Anslinger 
described, “the medical needs of the world” by targeting source, or sup-
ply-side, countries as the foundational tenet of drug control, and limit-
ing the scale of the trade according to Western defi nitions of medical 
value.29 Along with the power to effect on-site inspections, any state 
“impeding the effective administration” of the Protocol could be subject 
to embargo.30 The treaty purported to introduce “the most stringent 
drug-control provisions yet embodied in international law.” It extended 
reporting provisions to raw opium and, in a “victory for Anslinger,” 
stipulated that opium be “restricted to medical and scientifi c needs,” a 
defi nition with built-in exemptions whereby “in a manufacturing coun-
try like the United States” military stocks were excluded from the esti-
mate.31 Three of the seven Protocol-identifi ed legitimate world suppliers 
of raw opium had to ratify the convention before it came into force, an 
event that did not happen until 1963 in the midst of heated UN debates 
over whether the Protocol or an alternative agreement known as the 
1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs (the Single Convention) 
should dictate international control efforts.

The Protocol embodied the core prohibitionist principles embraced 
by the United States, and, in the words of David R. Bewley-Taylor, “was 
symbolic of US prominence within the UN control framework.”32 The 
USSR refused to participate in the proceedings regarding the Protocol. 
Instead, Soviet offi cials threw their weight (with the support of many 
former colonial countries) behind efforts to devise another instrument, 
ultimately realized as the Single Convention, which slightly weakened, 
although did not fundamentally transform, the control model advanced 
in the Protocol. The decade-long process of unifying existing interna-
tional drug control law under a single convention culminated in a stand-
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off between Anslinger’s reluctance to weaken any provisions proposed 
by the Protocol and the ultimately more widely accepted Single Conven-
tion.33 Amidst superpower wrangling, drug control provided a platform 
for Cold War campaigning. Competing power blocks, largely aligned 
with the drug manufacturing countries on one side and drug raw mate-
rial exporting countries on the other, negotiated to advance their own 
interests.

Anslinger, through some wily diplomatic maneuvering in the midst of 
negotiations over the terms of the Single Convention, succeeded in using 
economic and political pressures to have the necessary number of three 
opium-producing countries ratify the Protocol, which accordingly went 
into effect in March 1963. Anslinger wrongly hoped this would under-
mine the Single Convention, which went on to receive the necessary 
number of ratifi cations (Kenya provided the critical fortieth accession) 
and went into effect in December 1964. Once ratifi ed, the Single Con-
vention superseded the Protocol as the prime instrument of interna-
tional drug control. Despite Anslinger’s initial chagrin, by the end of the 
decade he was urging Congress to ratify the Single Convention as an 
effective international enforcement tool, which it did in 1967.34 There 
were differences between the two treaties, yet both entrenched the fun-
damental tenets of supply-side control and, as a US Public Health Serv-
ice offi cer explained, the Single Convention “continue[d] essentially the 
previous international controls restricting production, distribution and 
use of narcotics drugs to medical and scientifi c purposes.”35 Moreover, 
in a triumph for a central principle of drug control, long advocated by 
Anslinger himself, US prohibitions against marijuana consumption (fi rst 
introduced in national legislation in 1937), and any other nonmedical 
consumption of organic raw materials (coca, opium), were solidifi ed in 
the international treaty. The fi nal outcome ultimately refl ected “US 
dominance in the UN control system [and] ensured that the Single Con-
vention created a Western-oriented prohibitive framework for interna-
tional drug control.”36 However, the initial standoff at the United 
Nations over the US representative’s support for the Protocol and Soviet 
support for the Single Convention shows how a new geopolitical con-
text infused drug regulatory confl icts with symbolic power.

Soviet strategy was to align with Third World countries (including 
many producer states that saw the Single Convention as the lesser of 
two evils, and as an opportunity to push back against some of the more 
onerous drug regulatory provisions emanating from the industrial 
world) and to publicly challenge the considerable US infl uence at the 
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United Nations where it initially enjoyed a voting-bloc majority.37 
Debates about the mechanisms necessary to institutionalize drug con-
trol must be understood in relation to the anticolonial revolutions of the 
era. The United Nations, in and beyond the CND, had rapidly become 
a forum for US and Soviet denunciations of each other’s imperial ambi-
tions. Soviet representatives depicted US initiatives as a replacement for 
European colonial control, and the United States countered with accu-
sations focused on the Kremlin’s alleged expansionist designs. The US 
delegation to the United Nations reported, “Increasingly, both the 
United States and the Soviet Union are coming to see that the outcome 
of their struggle may be determined largely by what happens in the 
uncommitted nations,” as debates over sovereignty unfolded concurrent 
with efforts to regulate the international drug marketplace.38 In the fi rst 
decade of the UN’s existence, the USSR could only level symbolic chal-
lenges to US domination. The US ability to gain passage of the Protocol 
occurred in a context where the “Soviet bloc” was excluded from “all 
committees established to deal with colonial disputes.” The United 
States, on the other hand, as one contemporary observer explained, “has 
been deeply involved in most aspects of the UN’s work concerning colo-
nialism, and it has been extremely infl uential.”39 Mobilizations for polit-
ical independence confronted contested international models for eco-
nomic development when “the colonial powers and their allies and 
associates retained a very strong position in the UN” and as the Cold 
War facilitated the transition of these allies into an international anti-
communist bloc.40 US infl uence at the United Nations offered a wel-
come framework to “avoid drifting in the dangerous currents of colo-
nial rebellion,” as one contemporary international relations scholar 
explained, “fi ltering an act of intervention in colonial affairs through an 
international organization may transform what would otherwise have 
been labeled ‘an imperialistic act’ into an action recognized on every 
side as necessary and fair to all parties.”41

Chapter XI, article 73, of the UN Charter recognized the principle of 
equal rights and self-determination of all peoples, ensuring the interna-
tional body became a forum where the implications of these terms were 
debated. This was reinforced in 1952 with the passage of Resolution 
637 (VII), reiterating “The Right of Peoples and Nations to Self-Deter-
mination.”42 The United Nations included thirty-fi ve member states in 
1946; by 1970 national decolonization movements swelled that number 
to 127 member states. As the march of successful independence move-
ments began to shift the balance of power in the United Nations across 
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the decade, the United States consistently voted with other colonial 
powers to resist intervention in what they viewed as “domestic” dis-
putes that came before the Security and Trusteeship Councils (which 
had jurisdiction over colonial and trust-territory issues respectively).43 
There were a number of factors infl uencing the US position. While the 
United States increasingly used economic and political pressure to exert 
infl uence, with drug control just one prominent example, the country 
continued to have both colonies and trust territories under its jurisdic-
tion.44 It is worth noting that the lack of representational government in 
places like Puerto Rico and the Trust Territories of the Pacifi c made 
them particularly valuable sites for conducting tests of the new atomic, 
chemical, and biological weapons so critical to US Cold War arsenals. 
US economic and military alliances with European powers also mili-
tated against stances embracing anticolonial positions. While the United 
States ostensibly opposed imperialism in the name of democracy and 
the right to self-determination, such “principled U.S. positions were 
tempered by having to deal with the ongoing economic weakness of 
their European allies.” Furthermore, anticolonial movements often chal-
lenged the terms of foreign investment which placed the United States 
on the defensive, as did the resulting perception that they fostered insta-
bility and threatened the establishment of US military bases (a key com-
ponent of its Cold War strategy). As historian Henry Heller argues, 
“anticolonialism was one thing, but opposition to economic imperial-
ism by third world leaders was quite another matter so far as Washing-
ton was concerned.”45 Finally, with the USSR assuming the role of “most 
outspoken critics of colonialism at the United Nations,” US foreign pol-
icy became driven by anticommunism, a priority that often necessitated 
procolonial politics.46 The US representative on the Trusteeship Council, 
Mason Sears, explained this prophylactic vision, “We ensure freedom 
tomorrow by blocking Communism today.”47 This diplomatic maneu-
vering was widely perceived as the superpower struggle that it was. US 
delegates reported back to the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations 
that an emerging Afro-Asian bloc “wish[es] to keep ‘colonialism’ from 
being a ‘cold war’ issue. The Asian and African countries do not wish to 
give these European powers a chance to hide behind an attack on Soviet 
Imperialism and thus perhaps divert attention from their duty to pro-
mote self-determination pursuant to article 73 of the charter.”48

The United States used its disproportionate power to infl uence strug-
gles defi ning and asserting self-determination. In 1952, for example, 
after most of the leadership of the nationalist forces had been killed or 
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imprisoned, a constitutional convention established Puerto Rico as a US 
Commonwealth. Recognized by the United Nations, Puerto Rico’s sta-
tus constituted a new category apart from the original interpretive 
framework outlined in the UN Charter, having ended colonial rule in a 
manner that “involved neither full independence nor full integration.” 
Puerto Rico’s semi-independent status became a model for European 
colonial territories such as Suriname, the Netherlands Antilles, and 
French Togoland among others.49 In terms of recognizing the power of 
newly independent states, the United States also played an important 
role in determining the international balance of power. Responding to 
growing domestic resentment over US expenditures on the United 
Nations, US offi cials “conceded that on an ability-to-pay basis we would 
owe in the neighborhood of 38 percent, but averred, in effect, that other 
states had better start showing some sense of sharing the burden.” The 
General Assembly “grudgingly” accepted in 1957 that “no state should 
pay more than 30 percent of the budget.”50 It was demonstrated at the 
time that relative to GNP the US payment was in fact “abnormally 
small” and that across the 1950s the “less-developed states” increased 
their contributions far more rapidly than the developed states, with 
African states in the period from 1946–69 contributing the most in rel-
ative terms.51 Nevertheless, the absolute value of the US contribution 
fueled US congressional disillusionment with the United Nations, par-
ticularly when votes did not go its way. In what might be seen as an 
updated version of nineteenth-century Euro-American paternalists chaf-
ing at the burdens of colonial administration, small states were accused 
of not paying their “share” in discussions over how to apportion repre-
sentation in this international forum. Sovereign equality did not imply 
economic equality and, at least in terms of international governance, US 
representatives believed all states were not in fact equal.52

While the General Assembly could not dictate policy with the force 
of the veto-empowered Security Council (whose fi ve members were the 
victorious Allies in WWII: the United States, United Kingdom, Soviet 
Union, China, and France), as an international public forum that 
included representatives from all UN member states it did exert consid-
erable political and symbolic infl uence. By 1960 state membership at 
the United Nations soared to 114 states, and the new members, all 
former colonies (35 from Africa, 15 from Asia, 11 from the Middle East, 
and 2 from the Caribbean), constituted a solid two-thirds majority that 
often garnered support from the Soviet bloc.53 Contests over drug con-
trol unfolded in the midst of these revolutionary shifts in power, and 
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fueled US skepticism towards the United Nations. In 1960 Soviet Pre-
mier Nikita Khrushchev launched an opening salvo calling for a UN 
declaration demanding immediate independence for all non-self-govern-
ing countries that ultimately evolved into a more moderate, yet neverthe-
less signifi cant resolution passed by the General Assembly in December 
1960: “The Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial 
Countries and Peoples.” Calling for the end of all armed action against 
liberation movements, declaring colonialism a violation of people’s 
human rights and right to self-determination, and demanding “immedi-
ate steps to be taken . . . to transfer all powers to the peoples” of depend-
ent territories, the declaration echoed sentiments fi rst expressed by the 
non-aligned Afro-Asian world at Bandung, Indonesia, in 1955.54 Despite 
a moderating clause that stated any attempted “disruption” of the terri-
torial integrity of a country went against the principles of the UN Char-
ter, the major imperial powers (including the United States, the United 
Kingdom, France, Belgium, and Australia) all abstained. But they could 
not prevent the resolution’s adoption by the General Assembly.55 A spe-
cial committee, known as the “Committee of 24,” was established to 
oversee the declaration’s implementation which, despite its lack of 
enforcement powers, managed to dominate much of the debate on the 
fl oor of the General Assembly across the decade and produced a number 
of resolutions on behalf of anticolonial forces. According to a former US 
representative to the Committee of 24, resolutions were “normally . . . 
worked out by a group of communist members and anti-Western African 
and Arab States,” often with the support of “Latin American” members 
who sought a middle ground so as not to alienate US offi cials. This ina-
bility of the United States to mobilize a majority in a context where “self 
determination is equated with independence” fueled public confronta-
tion over US imperialism, such as when the delegate from revolutionary 
Cuba denounced US control over Puerto Rico and the US representative 
resigned from the committee in disgust.56

While the Committee of 24’s work is beyond the scope of this chap-
ter, it is indicative of the ways in which anticolonial movements by the 
1960s were forcing the United States to reconsider its approach to inter-
national diplomacy, including narcotics control. Only a few months 
after the General Assembly issued the Declaration on Colonial Inde-
pendence, the United Nations circulated the 1961 Single Convention on 
Narcotic Drugs for ratifi cation. Describing the convention as a Soviet 
ploy to win anticolonial alliances, FBN Commissioner Anslinger ini-
tially advocated against US ratifi cation, although with the suffi cient 
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support of other states it went into effect in December 1964.57 The Sin-
gle Convention, from Anslinger’s perspective, refl ected a Communist 
victory: a dangerous example of drug policy intersecting with Cold War 
and anticolonial politics. When Anslinger argued before Congress 
against ratifi cation he characterized the elimination of the closed list of 
raw material–producing states (the major distinction behind his prefer-
ence for the Protocol over the Single Convention) in stark terms:

The Soviet bloc took the bit in its teeth with the assistance of the neutrals 
and the newer African nations emerging into independence, by holding out 
the idea that they might be able to participate in this legitimate traffi c. . . . 
The Soviet bloc even held out the proposition to the African nations, “You 
vote with us and you can produce opium.” That was not the worst of it. . . . 
The Soviet bloc made reservations as to the countries not there for political 
reasons. . . . I think Communist China forced the Russians into this position 
. . . the Russians felt the people who were not there should not be bound. . . . 
The Communist Chinese were always complaining about the fact Formosa 
was making the estimate for all these people. . . . What they are trying to do 
with these reservations, they are trying to break out of this tight control.58

In this dramatic accounting, Anslinger tapped into sentiments that 
held widespread appeal, reorienting confl icts over access to participa-
tion in the global drug economy toward questions of political legiti-
macy.59 Drug control as Cold War confl ict marginalized the Third World 
challenge to the dictates of the industrial world, deploying a logic—
embraced to a certain extent by both the United States and the USSR—
whereby the alleged immaturity of the “neutrals and the newer African 
nations” made them vulnerable to bribery and political manipulation. 
US Congressman John R. Pillion (NY) responded by urging newspapers 
and television media to “publish [Anslinger’s] recital” about the Single 
Convention in order “to prove to the world that the Communist Soviet 
apparatus is primarily responsible for this proposed United Nations 
action.” He lamented the “consolidation of political voting power shift-
ing from the United States and the free world into the control and direc-
tion of the Communists in the Sino-Soviet bloc.”60 In a context where 
the United States lined up with other colonial powers to contain the 
implications of “self-determination,” the fervent invocations of the need 
for US-guided drug control to protect “free nations” refl ected Cold War 
competition and the anticolonial challenge to US dominance at the 
United Nations. The primary architect of the international treaty, 
Adolph Lande, was a US international civil servant, Anslinger’s close 
friend and confi dant in the UN secretariat overseeing narcotic drugs, 
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and by the early 1970s a representative of the American Pharmaceutical 
Manufacturers’ Association, echoed these concerns. At the United 
Nations Lande lamented challenges to US dictates, which he couched in 
racist assertions of cultural superiority when he worried that “the UN 
drug control apparatus was being staffed increasingly by non-Western-
ers,” and complained that their frequent opposition to the US prohibi-
tionary stance was due to their “low intellectual level” and “violent 
anti-Americanism,” especially among Africans.61

Despite this (mostly symbolic and revealing) furor, the Single Con-
vention consolidated into one treaty drug control mechanisms that had 
worked and would continue to work to US advantage. It incorporated 
the basic tenets of drug control that had been promoted by the United 
States since World War II: it institutionalized inequalities between the 
industrial and nonindustrial world, oriented control toward raw mate-
rial–producing states, and privileged a capitalist international economic 
framework as the guiding principle behind it. By 1967, with Anslinger’s 
approval, the US government ratifi ed the Single Convention to ensure, 
in the words of President Lyndon B. Johnson, the country continued to 
play a “leading part in international cooperation for the control of nar-
cotic drugs.”62 For all the heated US-Soviet posturing, the drug control 
regime weighed most heavily on Third World and producing nations. 
The newly consolidated regime extended international efforts to control 
the production and circulation of raw materials backed by two key 
principles. First, it called for the main manufacturing countries, mostly 
colonial powers (including the United States, England, France, Ger-
many, Switzerland, and Holland), to fulfi ll their obligations to the con-
trol regime by limiting drug output to global “legitimate” needs. As 
Anslinger explained the new thrust of the drug control regime, “Today, 
every one of those countries is fulfi lling those obligations in relation to 
manufacturing. So instead of the manufacturing countries being the cul-
prits today, it is the producing countries.” This then led to the second 
guiding tenet: that countries in the industrial world were “the principal 
victims of overproduction.”63 Even while industrial world laboratories 
churned out drugs on an unprecedented scale, the logic of drug control 
emphasized the need to control production in the nonindustrial world, 
embedding within it a new imperial framework for securing hierarchi-
cal economic fl ows, while invoking victimization to legitimize the exten-
sion of First World police oversight.

These were the substantive stakes behind disagreements described 
earlier over the seating of the Chinese Representative at the United 
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Nations. Due to its ongoing support from the United States, the exiled 
and defeated Chinese nationalist government in Formosa (Taiwan) rep-
resented all of China at the United Nations, meaning it was responsible 
for submitting estimates on drug requirements for the continent ruled 
by the PRC. These estimates formed the basis for judgment on compli-
ance and potential sanctions. This was why the PRC was “always com-
plaining” that it was bound by drug-needs statistics submitted by a hos-
tile regime. Political affi liations clearly infl uenced designations of 
legality and “legitimate” participation in the international drug trade. 
Since the PRC government was not granted political recognition, it had 
been denied a “legitimate” role in negotiating the drug market. As his-
torian William O. Walker describes, Anslinger diligently sought to “cast 
the Chinese as international outlaws on the subject of opium.”64 When 
the Chinese government legally tried to sell stocks of opium, which had 
been seized from factories run by Japanese occupation forces during 
World War II, the US-led Western economic embargo against Commu-
nist China ensured its exclusion from the legal market. As Anslinger 
said, “They offered that legitimately, but no country would take it on.”65 
While scholars have pointed to the lack of evidence behind heated accu-
sations of illicit Communist dope pushing during the Cold War, they 
have tended to overlook the fact that by virtue of Communist exclusion 
from the narcotic drug market, any opium the PRC might produce for 
export was predestined for illegality according to the logic and regula-
tions advanced by the international drug control regime.66 Drug control 
in this context offered both an ideological framework for challenging 
the readiness of colonized peoples for self-determination, limiting the 
economic and political power of Communist countries, while structur-
ing participation and designating legality within the marketplace 
according to the interests of capitalist countries.

policing the crisis

Cold War posturing and colonial confl ict animated tensions at the 
United Nations in debates over competing visions for international drug 
control. These international dynamics also shaped US national drug 
policy, informing people’s beliefs about the threat posed by narcotics 
and people who consumed or traffi cked in them. Fears of communism 
and racially infl ected ideas about self-determination fi ltered into and 
fueled domestic anxieties producing a veritable “moral panic” in the 
1950s about drug crimes. Stuart Hall and colleagues detailed how such 
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panics are social phenomena and are “about other things than crime per 
se” when he detailed how the heady mix of race, youth, and crime 
became an ideological conduit for the widespread belief in Britain in the 
1970s that the social order was disintegrating and “slipping into a 
certain kind of crisis,” which generated in turn an authoritarian consen-
sus around the need for “law and order.” Two decades earlier, the United 
States was gripped by a similar sense of crisis with analogous ideologi-
cal underpinnings that sparked a crackdown on drug “crimes.” The 
social construction of these crimes, the way they were understood 
and defi ned, as well as the social forces that were constrained or con-
tained by, or benefi ted from, them, are essential for understanding the 
origins and underpinnings of the subsequent decades-long US “war on 
drugs.”67

As people lined up before Congress to testify in support of US ratifi -
cation of the 1953 Protocol, the chair of the Senate Subcommittee of the 
Committee on Foreign Relations deployed a paranoid discourse increas-
ingly common to Cold War public culture:68

First, if our American people can be made aware of the fact that Mao Tze-
Tung is engaged in undermining the health and the morale and the strength 
of our boys in the services, and secondly, if they can get, as you say, a picture 
of this dirty business, that it is not just a few skunks around the corner that 
are handling it, but that it is the result of people in high places, like Mao Tze-
Tung, who is using it [opium] as a weapon to deteriorate the morale and 
health of this country, then the people of this country will become aware that 
we have to “stop, look, and listen” and think about it.69

The Chair of the Committee on Foreign Relations, Alexander Wiley, 
warned the “American people” of subversion lurking in their midst, advis-
ing that they “stop, look, and listen” and be on guard against drugs being 
used as a weapon to attack “this country.” He invoked international ene-
mies to call for internal vigilance and policing. A parade of witnesses 
echoed these sentiments, with a journalist testifying that “dope warfare” 
was an “instrument of policy with Red China,” followed by a New York 
City Police Department inspector, the president of pharmaceutical giant 
Merck & Co., Inc., and the Secretary of State for UN Affairs, all warning 
of the dire need for aggressive drug controls. Mrs. Duncan O’Brien of the 
New York Federation of Women’s Clubs cut to the chase: “Our Commu-
nist enemy has invaded. They are shooting our youth with drugs instead 
of bullets.”70 As the United States promoted its drug regulatory vision 
internationally, such images were mobilized in the 1950s behind the pas-
sage of extraordinary legislation that vastly expanded domestic police 



194  |  The Chemical Cold War

powers. In a decade marked by dramatic confl ict over racial equality and 
civil rights, the social panic and attack on drug “crimes” could be used to 
recast dissent and nonconformity as dangerous “contagions” threatening 
the very fabric of American society—rhetoric grounded in the power of 
modern drug technologies and public health concerns regarding the 
spread of disease.71

Religious leaders, the media, teachers’ organizations, youth con-
gresses, and state and local offi cials all echoed congressional fears that 
the “drug cancer operating among troops of the United Nations in 
Korea” was only one site of a broader illness infecting US society: “Red 
treasuries swell as free world consumption of drugs mounts. The social 
aspect of the menace is evident in its degenerating effects upon our 
youth, here at home.”72 Cardinal Archbishop Francis Spellman and 
evangelist Billy Graham both visited US soldiers in Korea and decried 
the “frightfully high number” of narcotic addicts among them.73 Jour-
nalists sought out fi rsthand testimony at places like the Stateville-Joliet 
prison in Illinois where almost half the inmates were veterans, the 
majority “Negroes,” and a signifi cant minority “admitted addicts.” One 
Korean war veteran at Joliet, “who shall be called James, a Chicago 
negro, 26,” when interviewed explained, “I believe the Chinese Reds are 
to blame for making ‘junk’ so cheap and easy to get. . . . It’s one way to 
undermine the enemy soldiers. A lot of my friends thought so too, but 
we kept on using it.”74 The acknowledgment of enemy treachery raises 
interesting questions as to the private, political, or other reasons soldiers 
“kept on using it,” but for readers of the Daily Defender, the story ended 
there. Appealing to a similar curiosity, the New York Times tracked the 
number of soldiers sentenced and discharged “on narcotics charges.”75 
The FBN reassured the public it was working to contain the threat 
returnee soldiers might pose by getting “the Army to notify the chiefs of 
police, where the boys return to their home communities, so that they 
do not become sources of infection and start peddling.”76

Depicting veterans as potential “sources of infection” was indicative 
of a broader tendency to link (illicit) drug consumption with the poten-
tial for criminal delinquency. There emerged a widely remarked-upon 
relationship between drugs, delinquency, racial identity, and social 
pathology. As one NYC prosecutor explained, “addiction, then, is a dis-
ease of high social contagion that not only may produce criminality . . . 
but also tends to attack those persons whose resistance to anti-social 
activity is, for a multitude of reasons, notoriously low.” He tellingly left 
it to “psychiatrists and sociologists” to explain its high incidence 
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“among the negroes and Puerto Rican” youth.77 A Times Youth Forum 
meeting in Los Angeles on how to “improve the welfare of youth in the 
United States” illustrated the reach of this emerging consensus. Teenag-
ers aired their belief that without a “happy home,” spiritual and voca-
tional guidance, and good role models, “Communism will be used to fi ll 
in the gaps, narcotics to numb the sting of discouragement and delin-
quency as the counterweapon to fi ght the world.”78 The director of Chi-
cago’s Crime Prevention Bureau, Dr. Lois L. Higgins, warned an audi-
ence at the National Biology Teachers’ Association: “While we join 
other free nations to resist the threat of Communism in other parts of 
the world, our Communist enemies are waging a deadly and tragically 
successful war against us here at home. Narcotic drugs are some of the 
weapons they are using with devastating effect.”79 At a health fair in 
Chicago, Higgins simplifi ed this message: “Youthful narcotics addiction 
is one facet of the hydra-headed threat of crime and communism.”80 The 
image of corrupting forces threatening American youth was deeply 
embedded in the racial politics of the era. A 1956 article in Reader’s 
Digest entitled “We Must Stop the Crime that Breeds Crime!” warned 
readers: “Formerly concentrated in the Negro, Puerto Rican, Mexican 
and Chinese sections of a few large cities, addiction has spread during 
the last ten years to smaller metropolitan areas and taken in youths of 
every race.”81

Drug control in this context recast domestic upheavals as foreign 
infi ltration while elaborating a strengthened system of social control 
and policing that particularly targeted African American, poor, and 
immigrant communities. It eschewed the language of race with a seem-
ingly neutral and socially benefi cial discourse of protecting (white) 
“youth” against criminal contagion.

Jacquelyn Dowd Hall describes that by the early Cold War, “antifas-
cism and anticolonialism had already internationalized the race issue 
and, by linking the fate of African Americans to that of oppressed peo-
ple everywhere, had given their cause transcendent meaning. Anticom-
munism, on the other hand, stifl ed the social democratic impulses . . . 
narrow[ing] the ideological ground on which civil rights activists could 
stand.”82 Much as red-baiting sought to sever black American political 
mobilizations from the international context out of which they came, so 
too did accusations of criminality. The Ku Klux Klan attacked integra-
tion as communist-inspired and attacked acts of civil disobedience as 
amoral fl aunting of the law. A full decade before presidential candidates 
like Barry Goldwater and Richard Nixon would run on political 
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platforms invoking “law and order” as a not-so-veiled appeal to white 
supremacist resentment towards black civil rights, a “rhetoric linking 
crime and race” had already become “fused in the public mind.”83 While 
offi cials distanced themselves from the position that crime was caused 
by biological or racial factors, the social sciences provided a seemingly 
race-neutral framework for explaining the preponderance of crime 
among certain racial groups. This slippage was a critical component of 
a new large-scale policing and prison system that grew in tandem with 
the victories of the civil rights movement. Appealing to fears of conta-
gious subversion, law enforcement measures worked to recast cultural, 
racial, and political manifestations as criminal threats to public safety. 
Scientifi c presumption that pathology caused crime functioned as a 
mechanism for perpetuating the politics of Jim Crow segregation, denial 
of political rights, and the maintenance of economic inequality within a 
liberal articulation that elided its white supremacist foundations. This 
was nowhere clearer than in the manufactured drug crisis that led to 
unprecedented policing, escalation of criminal penalties, and the target-
ing of poor, immigrant, and especially black communities during the 
1950s.

Drugs and war fused in domestic politics as the public and govern-
ment responded fi ercely to sensational portrayals of the “narcotics men-
ace,” and as the FBN successfully linked projects of international and 
domestic drug control. By the 1960s, congressmen celebrated Commis-
sioner Anslinger as “the No. 1 American general in this fi ght against 
narcotics addiction in our United States,” along with the new “legisla-
tive weapons necessary to win this war.”84 Just a decade earlier, when 
the Welfare Council of the City of New York pursued an investigation 
“for the purpose of determining the nature and extent of ‘teen-age’ drug 
addiction in New York City,” the purported crisis of “teen-age” addic-
tion was not common knowledge: “The project committee encountered 
diffi culty in obtaining statistics from public agencies and soon discov-
ered that most public agencies have not kept very close check of the 
incidents of ‘teen-age’ addiction. This failure was principally due to the 
fact that there was no such awareness on the part of most public agen-
cies of the existence of such a situation.”85

A spate of local and national hearings and investigations helped raise 
“awareness” of the alleged crisis as part of an effort spearheaded by the 
FBN and fulfi lled by Congress to revise the nation’s drug laws. Sensa-
tional media coverage fueled public uproar. As Newsweek reported in 
June 1951, “Last week the verbatim confessions of teen-age addicts 
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fi lled up more newspaper columns than the MacArthur hearings.” Such 
youth testimonials of arrest for using “marijuana, heroin, morphine, or 
cocaine” underwrote the buildup to legislative action.86 By 1951, the 
crisis inspired radical proposals: “Recent disclosures of teen-age addic-
tion may result in the passage of more stringent laws. Already there are 
demands for legislation which will make the sale of narcotics to minors 
punishable by death.”87 When a congressional committee held hearings 
that year to revise narcotics legislation, the chairman declared, “A drug 
addict is something more than a criminal. Because he is enslaved to 
dope he is, in a sense, also a ‘disease’ spreader. . . . Because their moral 
fi ber has been destroyed, victims of dope, like victims of smallpox, must 
be quarantined for their own protection and for the protection of the 
rest of society.”88 The fear of an “epidemic of narcotic addiction among 
younger people” had a profound impact on national drug policy.89

Between 1951 and 1956, as historian John C. McWilliams notes, 
there was “a dramatic increase in the number of Washington legislators 
who proposed federal statutes for the greater control of narcotics,” with 
twenty-six bills presented in 1951 alone. The passage of the Boggs Act 
in 1951 introduced mandatory minimum sentences for narcotics law 
violations as well as a number of measures to “make it easier for pros-
ecuting attorneys to secure convictions.”90 A radical law enforcement 
tool, the mandatory minimum sentence undermined judicial discretion-
ary power and rapidly “more than doubled the average prison sentence 
of federal narcotics offenders.”91 Even prior to the Boggs Act, the FBN 
boasted that with only 2 percent of “Federal criminal law enforcement 
personnel,” bureau arrests accounted for “more than 10 percent of the 
persons committed to Federal penal institutions.”92 Between 1946 and 
1950, a 20 percent decrease in people sentenced to federal prisons was 
accompanied by a 20 percent increase in those “sentenced for narcotic 
violations.”93 Five years later the Narcotics Control Act in 1956 once 
again escalated penalties dramatically. Selling narcotics to juveniles now 
carried “a maximum sentence of death upon recommendation of the 
jury,” and the act maintained mandatory minimum sentences, while 
extending their maximum duration: “For the fi rst possession offense, 
the penalty was two to ten years’ imprisonment with probation or 
parole. For the second possession or fi rst selling offense, there was a 
mandatory fi ve to twenty years with no probation or parole; and, for 
the third possession or second selling and subsequent offense, the viola-
tor was sentenced to a mandatory term of ten to forty years with no 
probation or parole.”94
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State laws largely mirrored the regulations adopted at the national 
level, with some dissent. In 1958, Missouri lowered penalties for a fi rst-
time drug conviction since, as the circuit attorney in St. Louis explained, 
“We found that juries simply would not send a man up for two years on 
the strength of a marijuana cigarette found in his possession.” Yet this 
incident, according to a journalist for the Nation, “marked the rare 
occasion when an agency of any government questioned the authority 
or wisdom of Anslinger” (who, it might be noted, quickly retaliated by 
withdrawing the bulk of FBN offi cers from the state).95

The escalation of penalties for illicit drug consumption had deeper 
roots than the sensational coverage that directly preceded the passage of 
legislation.96 While congressional testimony and media coverage seemed 
to confi rm a popular demand for action, the FBN itself was a critical 
force cultivating the perception of a crisis. Statistics regarding the 
national incidence of addiction were based upon police reporting of 
arrests for narcotics law violations. All persons arrested for illicit nar-
cotics possession were classifi ed as “addicts,” and the increased number 
of arrests created the perception of an increasing incidence of criminal-
ity. As enforcement—and reporting—escalated, so too did the incidence 
of crime, leading in a circular fashion to the perceived need for more 
policing. In the wake of public hearings on addiction in New York in 
1951, “the size of the Narcotics Squad was doubled.”97 With the pas-
sage of the Boggs Act in 1951 and the Narcotics Control Act in 1956, 
the FBN received the two largest budget increases in its history.98 The 
expansion of police powers was also connected to the presumed race of 
narcotics law violators. The FBN targeted “the teen-age problem [that] 
is in New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles” and focused most of its 
policing in the predominantly poor and black neighborhoods of those 
cities.99 As a consequence, throughout the decade, charts submitted to 
Congress to justify narcotics enforcement budgets reinforced the asso-
ciation connecting minorities, addiction, and crime.

In an era when the explicit deployment of race as an explanation for 
social inequality became increasingly unpalatable, congressmen deli-
cately pointed to the overrepresentation of black “addicts” in FBN 
reports. A year after the passage of the Narcotics Control Act, Rep. 
Gordon Canfi eld (NJ) fretted, “I wonder if it is proper—if I am treading 
on dangerous ground I hope you will tell me—but I note in your charts 
presented today that the dope peddlers of the United States apparently 
prey to a large degree on our Negro population, and that I am sorry to 
hear.”100 In the midst of mass African-American protests, sit-ins, and 



 figure 12. Federal Bureau of Narcotics chart representing drug addiction 
statistics for 1953–1956, differentiated by race.
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marches for economic, political, and social equality, many congressional 
representatives knew that black people were disproportionately being 
charged with narcotics violations. It is clear from congressional 
exchanges that many sought to studiously avoid addressing race directly, 
even while presuming black criminality. The record of congressional 
hearings themselves reproduced this avoidance of race, even while it 
was clearly being given serious weight, as is evident in the notable fre-
quency that conversations about race and drug use proceeded “off the 
record.” Rep. Otto E. Passman (LA) emblematically exclaimed: “I am 
not making any racial implications at all, but when you have statistics 
of this type, then there should be some explanation as to why there are 
fi ve colored addicts to one white addict.” In response, before going off 
record, the Commissioner of Narcotics reiterated a frequent explana-
tion that crime was “confi ned to certain police precincts where you have 
very bad social and economic conditions,” assuring the Louisiana con-
gressman that “negro” addiction was not a problem in the South (as 
opposed to the North) —echoing perhaps a frequent assertion that 
increased levels of freedom for blacks brought increased levels of 
crime.101

Such attitudes in the 1950s and 1960s bolstered funding for the FBN, 
and fueled the dramatic expansion of police powers. The Cold War ten-
dency to pursue national security through international covert opera-
tions had a domestic counterpoint in the shift toward undercover nar-
cotics enforcement. As Anslinger explained, “We decided to take 
advantage of the men and the money and the Boggs Act—we had all 
three—so we stepped into the underworld. We put most of our new men 
right out into the underworld.”102 By 1957, the commissioner testifi ed 
that the vast majority of narcotics agents “work undercover. Even our 
supervisors, we try to have them work undercover.”103 This shift to 
undercover work depended on a number of transformations including 
the FBN need to “recruit Negro, Sicilian, and Chinese agents.”104 Along 
with changes in police personnel came the weakening of civil rights 
protections. Early in the decade Anslinger described a New Jersey law 
as “an excellent thing” for enabling offi cers to arrest “an addict as a 
disorderly person just like a common drunkard.” He lamented that in 
Washington, DC, “there is nothing that the police can do. They do not 
have the power to pick up a man because he is an addict. They must 
have probable cause. We have a search-and-seizure restriction in Federal 
jurisdiction.”105 Voicing a common complaint, police frequently 
demanded “the right to arrest without warrant; the right to search for 
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and seize contraband before and after a valid arrest.” Without them, 
since 1950 the police had pursued other tactics to “offset some of these 
handicaps.” Undercover offi cers increasingly “shifted enforcement 
emphasis to the purchase of drugs from violators—a method which is 
slow, costly and ineffi cient by previous standards, but designed to avoid 
judicially imposed disabilities.”106 These tactics tended toward the 
apprehension of low-level violators. As the new drug policy’s most 
vociferous public critic, a professor of sociology at Indiana University, 
Alfred R. Lindesmith, described, “penalties fall mainly upon the victims 
of the traffi c—the addicts—rather than on the dope racketeers.”107 Nev-
ertheless, in 1956 many of these “obstacles” were removed. Anslinger 
celebrated the introduction of “witness immunity” in narcotics cases, 
explaining, “We never got this type of an informer who is now willing 
to trade his long-sentence term for turning in his connections.”108 And 
the Federal Bureau of Narcotics was “given the authority to carry fi re-
arms, serve search warrants, and make arrests without warrants” in 
their pursuit of narcotics law violations.109

To some contemporaries, the connection between racism, policing, 
and opposition to black political mobilizations was clear. In a Pulitzer 
Prize–winning series, reporter Gene Sherman remarked: “The methods 
of narcotics offi cers have come under fi re lately by some moralists, 
attorneys and vociferous proponents of civil rights.”110 In a remarkable 
statement submitted to the newly constituted Federal Civil Rights Com-
mission which the petitioners shared with the Los Angeles Tribune, the 
“Fellows of Tank 12A-1” of the Los Angeles County Prison protested 
that narcotics squad police tactics violated their “Constitutional guar-
antees, railroading men and women to the penitentiary.” Offering an 
indictment of the powers granted under narcotics legislation, these pris-
oners suggested their due process rights were violated by the use of 
secret informers against whom defendants had been denied the right of 
subpoena. Moreover they argued undercover agents used bribery, in the 
form of drugs and the promise of reduced sentences, to gain informers’ 
collaboration, a tactic openly celebrated by the FBN. Explaining that 
agents deliberately targeted “slum areas” to achieve their “specifi c goal,” 
they protested being made “objects for political popularities and gains,” 
and implored the Civil Rights Commission “to help save what the Con-
stitution guaranteed us.”111 Drug laws were powerful, oppressive tools 
in a city where the police force “protected its white constituency, 
[by] keeping in check,” in Police Chief William H. Parker’s words, the 
“primitive Congolese.”112 This was true across the nation. In striking 
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testimony, Cook County state’s attorney John Gutknecht described the 
racial politics and legal consequences of narcotics enforcement in his 
jurisdiction, which included the city of Chicago. Remarking on “the 
prevalence of Negro defendants among those charged” and noting 
police operations tended to target people who “operated mainly in the 
lower/middle branches of the illicit traffi c,” the state’s attorney believed: 
“The white race is responsible for the distribution of narcotics in Amer-
ica, and let’s not kid ourselves. The others are the victims.” The percep-
tion that drug enforcement was a tool for maintaining white supremacy, 
while not popularly embraced, nevertheless seemed to lie just beneath 
the surface of policy debates. The governor of New Jersey drew upon 
this reservoir when, in the context of numerous states “passing laws 
which match or exceed the rigor of the national laws,” he vetoed a nar-
cotic bill passed by the state legislature, “characterizing it as an example 
of a lynch law.”113

The racial logic behind the expansion of policing drew upon a seem-
ingly apolitical professional consensus forged among sociologists, psy-
chologists, and other experts that identifi ed specifi c drugs with certain 
“types of people” and communities. The incredible expansion of new 
drug commodities propelled a public health debate about the relation-
ship between habit, addiction, crime, and disease, which along with 
prison demographics, represented economic, racial, and cultural bias 
even while asserting scientifi c neutrality. When asked before Congress, 
“from what strata of society would you say the largest number of 
addicts come—the low, middle class, or upper crust?” the FBN commis-
sioner replied, “Unquestionably from below. . . . These fellows mostly 
have been criminals fi rst and then addiction follows. The type of people 
they live with, that is where you get addiction. You don’t see addiction 
where the individual has a good school, a good home and a church.”114 
Suggesting poverty bred crime along with the absence of “good” schools 
and homes clearly appealed to the normative power of white middle-
class beliefs. The defi nition of addiction devised by the World Health 
Organization for international drug control offi cials, which emphasized 
not its impact on the individual body but rather the threat that body 
posed to the broader community, was adapted to social control initia-
tives in the United States. Dr. Harris Isbell, the director of the Addiction 
Research Center of the USPHS, and Nathan B. Eddy, his colleague and 
former member of the WHO’s Expert Committee on Narcotic Drugs, 
clarifi ed the intent behind the defi nition of addiction and its relevance 
for drug control:
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It was not meant to be pharmacological, nor strictly speaking scientifi c, but 
practical, and was intended to include the diverse substances currently under 
international narcotics control. State and national narcotics laws and regula-
tions and international narcotics conventions are designed to prevent or at 
least limit abuse of cocaine and marihuana as well as of opium and the 
potent analgesics. Though all of these substances are commonly and loosely 
termed narcotics, their properties differ so widely that they are similar only 
in being subject to abuse and in creating social dangers.115

This focus on “social dangers” left room for discriminatory applica-
tion of the law according to subjective representations of what consti-
tuted a threat to the dominant social order. This defi nition led to the 
targeted policing of specifi c communities, and enabled the ongoing pro-
duction, testing, and consumption of drugs by other people. Citing stud-
ies conducted on inmates at the USPHS narcotics farms, these scientists 
warned that the new synthetic drugs varied in their potential to generate 
addiction and implored a “need for fl exibility” so as not to hamper 
research into a “nonaddicting pain-relieving drug.” They also went on 
to advise that “the amphetamines, the barbiturates, or other sedatives” 
not be subject to control since their “clinical experience leads us to 
believe that most persons will handle and use these drugs as pre-
scribed.”116 These allowances for drugs most widely consumed at 
the time by white middle-class housewives or teenagers studying for 
exams speak to social bias. The hoped-for power of the laboratory to 
create nonaddictive painkillers was paired with the “clinical” belief 
that some drugs (and by extension, some people) did not pose a social 
danger.117

Debates about addiction sharply reveal this duality. Embedded in the 
process of designating legality was the recognition of the power of drugs 
to effect positive change and to pose threats, a calculus profoundly 
infl uenced in any given circumstance by the broader context of cultural, 
racial, and political confl ict. One common fear was the alleged power of 
drugs to incite people to frenzy and economic depravity, as expressed by 
Senator Mike Mansfi eld of Montana: “As I understand it, the drug 
addicts, once they get into the habit, will do anything to get the drug, 
and that means of course, they will steal, they will rob, and they will do 
anything,” to which Anslinger responded, “That is very true, Senator, 
because they do not work. They just live a life of crime.”118 Such senti-
ments fueled belief in a drug crisis and sustained fearful enthusiasm for 
extreme coercive measures. In the words of a federal judge: “What 
would they do if a man came in bringing tuberculosis germs and infected 
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the public with tuberculosis germs? A person like that should be exe-
cuted. And yet by bringing narcotics in this country they were bringing 
in something worse than tuberculosis germs. I think the death sentence 
would not be an inappropriate sentence.”119 In another example, a pros-
ecutor’s vision neatly contained the productive and destructive potential 
of drugs in a simple plan: “The plan calls for the hospitalization of 
addicts on a massive scale . . . some of these . . . might be work camps; 
others might be on farms . . . others—more immediately available—
would be existing institutions, such as mental hospitals with beds that 
have been emptied through the miracle of tranquilizers and improved 
therapy, or tuberculosis sanitariums vacated by the new wonder drugs.” 
A clear line existed in this critic’s mind between the wonder drugs and 
those producing addiction: In “good conscience” the state “ought not 
engage in administering narcotic drugs to individuals for indefi nite 
periods, when such drugs, ultimately . . . will impair health, and when, 
by lulling patients into euphoria, they will destroy ambition and 
industry.”120

Countering demands for harsher penalties were people such as Dr. 
Hubert S. Howe, who headed a New York Academy of Medicine study 
questioning the criminalization of drug consumption. Howe argued it 
was the withholding of drugs and the black market itself that turned 
drug users into criminals: “The public has yet to grasp the fact that 
addicts are dangerous when they are without drugs, not when they are 
with them. . . . The only way to get rid of the black markets is to under-
sell them.”121 Such arguments sought to reposition the addict as threats 
to themselves rather than to the larger society; and by extension cast 
“addiction” as an illness that should be treated through the controlled 
disbursement of medicaments rather than the controlled confi nement of 
bodies. When such arguments were presented to Senator Price Daniel’s 
Narcotics Subcommittee in the 1950s, Time reported on the subsequent 
discussion asking, “Should dope addicts get their dope free from the 
government?” The magazine described how “The proposal split the 
experts—doctors and law enforcers—right down the middle.”122 Even 
affi rmative arguments still drew upon the logic of legality embedded in 
the drug control regime by characterizing government-regulated dis-
bursement of drugs to addicts a “legitimate medical use.” However, the 
social origins of the notion of “addiction,” which had been embraced by 
scientists and policymakers alike, militated against disentangling the dis-
ease from the criminal. The perceived negative social impact of “addic-
tion” was what had come to defi ne the phenomenon. The subcommittee 
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declared, “any provision of low-cost drugs to uncured users was immoral 
and that it had failed in all countries that have tried it.”123 The “immoral-
ity” of the “provision of low-cost drugs” might promote rather than 
undermine “addiction.” For these policymakers it was addiction—the 
consumer—that generated the illicit traffi c in drugs and social dangers, 
not the other way around.124

Such debates persist to this day, but their translation into policy per-
sistently refl ected the historical construction of ideas about collective 
well-being. This explains in part the sympathy accorded to the physi-
cian addict, a group that reportedly accounted for the “highest inci-
dence of narcotics,” in stark contrast to the sensational accounts of 
social dysfunction used to describe its manifestation in policed commu-
nities.125 In a typical example, the Science News Letter dismissed the 
phenomenon: “Most doctors need a good night’s sleep, more vacation 
time, and release from tension. Without it, they are in greater danger 
from temptation than any layman, because of their easy access to the 
drugs.”126 These exceptions extended to classes of drugs themselves, 
such as the tranquilizers and barbiturates, increasingly common anti-
dotes for white suburban anomie. Explaining to Congress why such 
drugs were not covered by the Narcotics Control Act, Anslinger said, 
“the control would be so tight that I think it would cause hardship . . . 
we see those drugs do more good than harm to people with so much 
tension in the country today.”127 The line demarcating legality, and the 
productive and destructive power of drugs, was culturally determined. 
The same Congressman Sieminski who linked drugs with race rebellion 
in Africa responded to FBN statistics by advocating the value of drug 
consumption in certain contexts: “I hope that when people . . . see your 
fi gures, they will take a genuine interest in helping their own kind. . . . 
This is a challenge for man all over. Tranquilizer pills seem to be an 
approach in this direction. They say, it is helping man integrate himself 
into society.”128 In emblematic contrast, one psychologist described the 
pathology of drug use in black culture: “the specifi c drug used by [black] 
musicians is refl ected in their music and is related to the degree of 
their acceptance by society. Alcohol was often used by early Dixieland 
musicians with their raucous rhythms, marijuana was linked with 
musicians playing the more sensitive and lighter swing music, and 
heroin use is associated with the complexities and emotional fl atness 
of the ‘cool’ music of today. This music is described by musicians as 
being ‘way out’—the same expression they use to describe the effect of 
heroin.”129
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rebel music
Training a boy to blow a horn no longer insures that he will not 
blow a safe. It may well blow him into delinquency, for who can 
deny the close association between jazz and delinquency?130

Threads of anticommunism, white hostility to civil rights, expanded 
police powers, and an awareness of international dimensions to domestic 
upheavals came together in the public linking of jazz and narcotics. By 
1957, “If the average man in the street was asked what sort of people take 
dope, the chances are he would give ‘jazzmen’ as one of the answers.”131 
Jazz’s groove, the antiracist, anticolonial politics of many of its luminaries, 
as well as its appeal to racially mixed audiences, placed it at the vanguard 
of protest movements, sparking considerable fear, hostility, and violence 
from forces defending the status quo. A surprising number of social scien-
tists probed what ethnomusicologist Alan Merriam and sociologist Ray-
mond Mack referred to as “the Jazz Community,” drawing attention to the 
interplay between musicians and their audience. Recognizing the music’s 
revolutionary potential, they acknowledged, “The anxiety felt about jazz in 
the dominant white culture stems further, in the view of a number of writ-
ers, from the fact that jazz is a music of protest.” Yet as they survey the lit-
erature on jazz they describe the frequency with which notions of immatu-
rity and social pathology (echoing the terms used to stigmatize other 
cultures in the service of “development” initiatives) were used to stigmatize 
the music. For example, an article entitled, “A Theory on the Psychology of 
Jazz,” described how “there are few, if any, other causes (with the possible 
exception of Communism) which can satisfy the needs of the adolescent so 
fully . . . because of basic psychological correlations between their needs 
and what the jazz community offers them.”132 The deceptive neutrality of 
academic inquiry nevertheless provided ideological justifi cation for very 
material attacks on jazz musicians. Describing police responses to jazz per-
formances in Los Angeles at mid-century, trumpeter Art Farmer explained, 
“The police started really becoming a problem. I remember, you would 
walk down the street, and ever time they’d see you they would stop you and 
search you.” Farmer described jazz’s racial transgressions as particularly 
threatening, “The police . . . the only thing they saw anytime they saw any 
interracial thing going on was a crime . . . it was a crime leading to prostitu-
tion and narcotics.”133 Bassist Charles Mingus had similar impressions of 
New York City in 1959: “the Police Department really enjoys harassing 
any club where a healthy integrated feeling is a little too out in the open.”134

Many jazz musicians felt compelled to publicly respond to the situa-
tion.135 At the Newport Jazz Festival in 1957, George Shearing, Stan 
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Getz, Dizzy Gillespie, Specs Wright, and others convened a panel on 
“Music and the Use of Habituating and Addicting Drugs.” While the 
panel faced criticism that it might contribute to the general perception 
of a connection between drug addiction, black people, and jazz music, 
the panelists believed that a “factual discussion would help clear the 
air.” Among other things, the musicians decried the targeting of their 
community by the police.136 They denounced the Philadelphia police’s 
“special habit” of “rounding up all nearby jazz musicians at random in 
dope raids.” While these raids accounted for 2700 arrests between 1953 
and 1954, they had resulted in “only 960 convictions.” They condemned 
discrimination in New York City where having an “arrest” record (not 
necessarily a conviction) was grounds to be denied a music license to 
“perform in restaurants or night clubs in the city.”137 In a more subver-
sive vein, in the mid-1950s a group of jazz musicians approached by 
psychologist Charles Winick who was studying the “connection between 
drug use and jazz musicians” told him they all smoked marijuana and at 
a benefi t concert for a police narcotic group had performed songs 
“which had synonyms for narcotics in their titles”: “Tea for Two,” 
“Tumbling Tumbleweed,” and “Flying Home.”138

In the midst of such protests, investigators like Winick helped to 
establish policing and medical science as the terrain for understanding, 
identifying, and combating the “narcotics problem.” Winick became the 
director of the Musician’s Clinic in New York City, established with 
proceeds from the Newport Jazz Festival, “which provide[d] psychiatric 
treatment for jazz musicians.”139 A participant on the drug panel organ-
ized at Newport, Winick had served as secretary of the National Advi-
sory Council on Narcotics and as a consultant to the US Senate Sub-
committee on Delinquency. His assessment of the fi rst few years of the 
jazz clinic’s operation captures the public mood: “From the epidemio-
logical point of view, which would regard addiction as a contagious 
disease, the world of jazz contains a large number of potential hosts to 
the disease of addiction and a number of carriers, some of them enjoy-
ing high status. The environment is a uniquely favorable one for the 
spread of contagion.”140

This representation of the character and creative potential of jazz as 
“contagious disease” was intimately tied to the politics implicitly associ-
ated with the genre. As Winick explained elsewhere, “Rebellion and 
experimentation are related needs found in some addicts.”141

In one of many events where this politics came to the fore, jazz artists 
Charles Mingus and Max Roach, self-proclaimed “Newport Rebels,” 
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organized a protest concert to run concurrent with the 1960 Newport 
Jazz Festival, which in their minds had become “too big, too square and 
too interested in box offi ce instead of music.”142 An array of prominent 
musicians joined the rebels, protesting the commercialization of the fes-
tival, the trend toward “standard, conventional type music” along with 
the fact that the organizers had been “capitalizing on our efforts and not 
paying the musicians any money,” by moving to an alternative venue 
down the street from the main event.143 Mingus suggested the Newport 
Festival organizers had “lost their true identity with jazz” and jazz critic 
Nat Hentoff noted “the occasional Jim Crow at Newport,” while a 
Time correspondent reported on the rebels: “This is like an extension of 
the sit-ins. I called it a sit-out.”144 At the beginning of the weekend, more 
than twelve thousand college students who had shown up for the main 
festival broke out in “drunken rioting,” triggering the deployment of the 
police, National Guard, and US Marines and the cancellation of the 
festival.145 Langston Hughes, organizer of the festival’s blues session, 
tried to distance jazz musicians from the violence: “The rioters were not 
lovers of jazz, but young beer drinkers who had nothing better to do 
than throw their beer cans at cops,” while feeling compelled to add: 
“(Incidentally according to the police records there was not a single 
Negro among them: and the riots had no racial angles).”146 In contrast, 
the Mutual Broadcasting System, a major national broadcast radio net-
works, linked events at the jazz festival to political subversion: the “riots 
had not been spontaneous, but like those in Japan, Korea and Turkey, 
had been Communist inspired.” New York’s Journal America noted the 
incident did not conform to public presumptions: “The Newport rioters 
were defi nitely not delinquents with holes in their pockets. They were 
‘good’ boys and girls from ‘better’ families and colleges.” Jazz journalist 
Nat Hentoff noted the Soviet mouthpiece Izvestia tried to capitalize on 
the incident by pointing out, “ ‘the savage beat of the drum and the howl 
of the trumpet’ so often used in recent years as ‘a cold war propaganda 
weapon’ in support of ‘Western Civilization’ had been decisively 
unmasked.”147

By the late 1950s, jazz had indeed been established as a “propaganda 
weapon” in the US Cold War arsenal, although the messages delivered 
by musicians traveling in the State Department–sponsored cultural 
diplomacy tours were as mixed as interpretations of “riots” and “rebel-
lions” at Newport. As Penny Von Eschen has argued, the “jazz ambas-
sadors” tours opened “an avenue for pursuing civil rights, solidarity, 
and musical exchange . . . with those behind the Iron Curtain, as well as 
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a new embrace of Afro-diasporic connections and a deep interest in 
African independence.”148 During the Cold War, jazz, much like drugs, 
functioned in many ways as a fl oating signifi er: it was hailed as proof 
that the United States could transcend its Jim Crow foundations and 
embody the spirit of the free world against Communism, while at the 
same time providing a vehicle for expressions of black political solidar-
ity and the associated danger of revolutionary action. This led at times 
to incongruous intersections of music and politics. For instance Dizzy 
Gillespie, a former card-carrying member of the Communist party, 
joined many of the Newport Rebels, including Charles Mingus and 
Ornette Coleman, on international tour under the State Department 
banner.149 The “infectious” power of jazz was embraced in this context 
as a Cold War weapon of containment. Such jazz tours not only pulled 
in big-name performers, but also groups like the Paul Winter Sextet, a 
college jazz band which in 1962 toured twenty-two Latin American 
countries, “intended primarily to reach students, the sextet played for 
many non-student audiences, including Indians in the Andes, who 
applauded with as much vigor as the jazz-initiated audiences of Buenos 
Aires, Santiago, Rio de Janeiro or Montevideo.” In Quito, Ecuador, the 
group played a benefi t for “a splendid anti-Communist student group,” 
while elsewhere they encountered “leftist agitators” including a group 
in Colombia who “tried to portray jazz as a product of Africa, some-
thing the United States had “stolen.” However, overall, the Music Jour-
nal reported, “The group encountered less resistance from left-wing 
groups than they had anticipated—partly, it is believed, because three of 
its members are Negro, and to demonstrate against them would have 
put the Communists on awkward ground, in view of their claim to be 
the ‘friend’ of minority groups.”150

revolution and reaction

Even while jazz was depicted as fertile ground for drug contagions and 
communist infi ltration, news reports mimicked State Department propa-
ganda in celebrating that “Jazz Battles Communism” abroad. Drugs occu-
pied this alchemical diplomatic realm. The international policing of drugs 
became a double-edged sword the United States unleashed in the Cold 
War battle. Just three months after the college jazz sextet returned from 
their Latin American tour, the Cuban Missile Crisis marked a crescendo in 
the ongoing racial, political, and diplomatic turmoil sparked by the Cuban 
Revolution, and signaled the culmination of the decline in relations 
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between the United States and Cuba since Fidel Castro’s arrival in Havana 
in January 1959. This deterioration was also evident in US-Cuban narcot-
ics control diplomacy, revealing again the material and symbolic power of 
drugs and drug enforcement to projections of US power. Much as had hap-
pened with the Chinese in the midst of Cold War diplomatic realignments, 
the US government was quick to deploy accusations of illicit drug traffi ck-
ing as a weapon against Fidel Castro’s regime, accusations whose intensity 
grew in tandem with the broader diplomatic fi ssure.

Just days after Fidel Castro replaced Fulgencio Batista as leader of 
Cuba, on January 12, 1959, Anslinger sent his deputy FBN offi cer 
Charles Siragusa to Havana to establish contacts with the new regime. 
Siragusa shortly afterward wrote a book where he detailed Cuba’s fail-
ings in drug control. It is diffi cult to disentangle distortion from facts in 
his self-aggrandizing account of his own heroic antinarcotic efforts, but 
portions of his narrative were serialized in a popular magazine, speak-
ing to the public’s fear and fascination with the drug trade in the midst 
of Cold War rivalries. Siragusa recounted that when he arrived at the 
Havana Hilton to meet an old informant he was surprised to fi nd, “The 
revolution had turned the mousy [Juan] Gonzalez into a tiger. Instead of 
the ill-fi tting ‘zoot’ suit he had worn in New York, he now wore the 
green uniform of the day. Even he packed a .45.” Evoking the image of 
the gun-toting, army-clad revolutionary that became so central to 
American imaginings of Cuba, the much-feared revolutionary potential 
of urban youth culture was materially embodied in Gonzalez’s transfor-
mation from awkward rebellious urban youth culture to a full-fl edged 
revolutionary soldier—although here the FBN agent hoped to harness it 
for collaborative drug policing. He claimed to have provided Cuban 
offi cials with a report detailing a number of mafi a-led traffi cking opera-
tions the United States had been following in Cuba, telling them “that 
honest cooperation between our police forces would enhance relations 
between Cuba and the United States, for my government considered the 
unhindered fl ow of cocaine over its borders a pressing problem.”151 As 
the new Cuban government established itself, narcotics enforcement 
constituted one of the very fi rst sites of potential diplomatic collabora-
tion, and very rapidly augured a decline in relations as Cuba pushed 
back against US dictates.152

Two weeks after Siragusa’s encounter at the Havana Hilton, Commis-
sioner Anslinger expressed his dismay with the new Cuban government’s 
failure to act on US intelligence. He told Congress, “We never got any 
response,” which launched a diplomatic scuffl e and mutual recrimina-
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tions over whether a list of drug traffi ckers had ever exchanged hands. 
The commissioner explained that while the United States was “willing to 
help them suppress this traffi c,” it would do so with preconditions; that 
prosecutions follow arrests, that foreign “hoodlums” be deported, and 
that Cuba cooperate more extensively with UN drug control.153 These 
warnings were printed in both Cuban and US newspapers and predicta-
bly inspired a fi rm response. In the March 18, 1959 issue of Prensa 
Libre, Castro attacked Anslinger and questioned US motives: “What 
happens is that the American Bureau of Narcotics has not heard that 
there has been a revolution here and that gangsterism, racketeering, 
interventionism and similar things have stopped.”154 Still, one month 
later on an unoffi cial visit to Washington, Castro dispatched an emissary 
to meet with FBN offi cials but failed to stem the hostile drift.155 Siragusa 
lamented “the strong stench of communism had begun to permeate 
[Castro’s] government” and implied an increase in cocaine traffi cking 
(measured by two large seizures in Miami and New York) could be 
attributed to Cuban neglect: “If this was Castro’s idea of cooperation, I 
sincerely hoped he would forget the whole thing.”156 While a decade 
earlier a dope bust in Cuba had been invoked as evidence of successful 
collaborations, now drug seizures provided proof of Cuban duplicity.157 
By January 1960, Anslinger’s position solidifi ed. He announced to Con-
gress “there is probably more cocaine traffi c in Cuba than all the rest of 
the countries of the world put together,” before continuing the conversa-
tion off the record.158 Politicized allegations of Cuban drug criminality 
were also on display at bilateral and regional drug control efforts in the 
hemisphere.

In March 1960, the First Inter-American Meeting on the Illicit Traffi c 
in Cocaine and Coca Leaves convened in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. The fi rst 
of three Inter-American conferences held between 1960 and 1962 
brought together policing and public health offi cials from the United 
States and Latin America (including Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, 
Cuba, Ecuador, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru, and Venezuela) and representa-
tives from the UN CND and the European police agency Interpol. FBN 
agent Siragusa Chaired the US delegation and triumphantly reported 
back to his superiors that the fi nal acts and resolutions adopted were 
“almost entirely ours,” and “virtually guaranteed” that harsher law 
enforcement mechanisms and stricter controls over the legal drug trade 
would be implemented in Peru, Bolivia, and Brazil because of the dele-
gation’s close contact with “their high ranking police representatives.”159 
A number of these representatives, including the Peruvian Chief of 
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Criminal Investigations, Dr. Alfonso Mier y Teran, had been trained at 
the US Federal Bureau of Narcotics training school, created by the 1956 
Narcotics Control Act.160 By the following year’s Second Inter-American 
meeting, eight additional police offi cials from Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, 
and Venezuela had all graduated from the FBN training school, smooth-
ing the integration of US policing priorities across the Americas. Con-
nections forged at the First Inter-American conference brought FBN 
offi cials to Bolivia to participate in counternarcotics operations that 
culminated in the passage of a law modeled on US drug enforcement, 
introducing “minimum mandatory sentences ranging from one year to 
life imprisonment for various types of traffi cking offenses.”161

As the US government pursued hemispheric police collaboration out-
side the UN framework, designations of legality remained politically 
powerful tools. The United States used Inter-American drug forums to 
try to discredit the Castro government. In preparation for the 1960 con-
ference, Siragusa wrote to Brazilian offi cials “regarding our mutual 
problem represented by Peruvian and Bolivian cocaine. This cocaine is 
smuggled into your country, and large quantities are also smuggled into 
the United States via Cuba.”162 US offi cials expressed concern at the 
persistence of the “coca-chewing problem” in the Andes, and anxiously 
reported “with the spread of the knowledge of chemistry . . . the fl ow of 
crude cocaine towards the outer world seems now at a critical point.”163 
A US representative informed Latin American police offi cials, “Cocaine 
paste, smuggled into Cuba from Peru and Bolivia . . . is converted into 
cocaine. Consequently, this excessive coca leaf production is ultimately 
responsible for the cocaine entering the United States traffi c from 
Cuba.”164 The North–South hierarchy of legal production was being 
disrupted and rendered illicit by alleged Cuban intermediaries. The US 
delegation reported that while “several years ago the use of illicit cocaine 
in the United States appeared to be a thing of the past,” with the Cuban 
revolution, “The picture has changed radically and today it is disturb-
ing.”165 In the months following these accusations of Cuban involve-
ment in the illicit drug trade, economic relations between the United 
States and Cuba would hit an all-time low as the United States cut off 
its sugar imports and the Cubans retaliated by nationalizing parts of the 
industry.166 Disputes over drug control must be viewed as part of a 
larger confrontation through economic warfare, one which very effec-
tively mobilized a narrative of criminality in an effort to politically iso-
late the Castro regime that was increasingly challenging the terms of US 
economic dominance in the hemisphere (and within its own economy).
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Cuba represented more than an economic threat. The Cuban Revolu-
tion, in part because of its widely broadcast antiracist and anticolonial 
sympathies, garnered much support in Africa and its diaspora.167 In July 
1960, a few months after the regional narcotics conference, The Fair 
Play for Cuba Committee organized a trip to Cuba of prominent black 
activists, writers, and poets. Black nationalist and Afrocentric jazz critic 
LeRoi Jones returned from Cuba advocating a politics of active engage-
ment, impressed by the revolution’s grassroots base. Jones reported that 
Castro declared himself neither communist nor anticommunist, but 
rather a “radical humanist.”168 Castro’s initial self-identifi cation relied 
on the language of the non-aligned movement and was also adopted by 
some African American activists in the United States who challenged the 
Cold War consensus. When Castro traveled to New York to attend the 
UN General Assembly meeting in 1960, which had witnessed the revo-
lutionary shift in power toward an Afro-Asian bloc, a downtown hotel 
offensively demanded thousands of dollars from Castro in advance 
while the New York tabloid press maligned the fi delistas as “uncouth 
primitives” that “killed, plucked, and cooked chickens in their rooms at 
the Shelburne and extinguished cigars on expensive carpets.”169 In pro-
test, Castro moved his delegation to Harlem, where the Hotel Theresa 
welcomed him as an honored guest. Prominent civil rights advocates 
Robert Williams and Malcolm X, as well as international political lead-
ers such as Jawarharlal Nehru of India, Gamal Abdul Nasser of Egypt, 
and Nikita Khrushchev of the USSR, all made the journey uptown for 
high-profi le visits. Khrushchev’s visit and, more signifi cantly, the visits 
of Nasser and Nehru, both prominent leaders of the Third World Non-
Aligned Movement, symbolically linked the US civil rights struggle to 
anti-imperialist struggles around the globe and Soviet propaganda 
efforts to capitalize on them. The US delegation to the General Assem-
bly lamented the US media’s “ill-informed” attack on these leaders’ 
presence in New York, warning that the non-aligned leaders’ seeming 
symbolic victory was far less “serious” than the need of US delegates to 
be “acutely conscious” of the way racial discrimination undermined 
US diplomacy: “All the explaining and apologies in the world will not 
erase the injury to an African delegate who is turned away from a 
restaurant.”170

Two years later, responding to the Bay of Pigs invasion, Cuban for-
eign minister Raul Roa read aloud to the United Nations a telegram 
from Robert Williams challenging the US government to live up to its 
professed concern for “people willing to rebel against oppression” by 
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responding to the urgent request from Southern blacks for weapons and 
manpower to help “crush the racist tyrants who have betrayed the 
American Revolution and the Civil War.” Roa added his own twist: “I 
would like to ask Mr. Stevenson what would happen if the government 
of the United States, which claims to be champion of democracy, dared 
to arm not only the Negroes of the cotton fi elds of the South, but the 
Negroes right here in Harlem?” The roaring applause and the red face 
of the US ambassador challenged Cold War bipolar understandings 
with an acknowledgment of common cause between civil rights and 
challenges to US imperialism.171 While Castro by this point was openly 
embracing Cuban ties to the USSR, Cuba’s economic and political chal-
lenge to the United States continued to embody a Third World and anti-
colonial challenge to US hegemony. This was on display at the 2nd 
Inter-American Conference on drug control convened in Brazil at the 
beginning of December 1961, while the United States still chafed at the 
Bay of Pigs fi asco. The Cuban delegate sparked a diplomatic row when 
he dismissed US allegations of Cuban drug traffi cking and sought to 
shift participants’ critical gaze toward the United States by circulating a 
pamphlet with a section entitled, “United States Imperialistic Penetra-
tion of the Economic, Agricultural and Health Phases of Cuban Life, 
before the Castro Regime.” Attempting to resituate the struggle over 
drug control as a battle over sovereignty and the healthful use of 
national resources, the Cubans declared “all American countries have a 
common enemy in the United States in their struggle for a better health 
standard.”172 While the determined effort by US offi cials to implement 
their vision of drug control had been bolstered by the persistent effort 
to limit the circulation of drugs for medical and scientifi c needs, this 
Cuban challenge effectively questioned the political underpinnings of 
public health invocations, even while trying to claim the mantle of an 
alternative model to that being advanced by the United States. The US 
delegation believed Cuba’s main goal at the meeting was to “win friends 
for their Communist regime,” and the confrontation inspired US allega-
tions of Cuban drug traffi cking that persisted into the next century.173 
By 1961 the FBN identifi ed “Cuban nationals” as the force behind drug 
traffi cking in the United States, and despite evidence that it was Cuban 
exiles rather than Castro loyalists behind the trade, deliberately culti-
vated the perception of Cuban government complicity, including a sala-
cious report of narcotics seizures in an apartment “bedecked with pic-
tures of Fidel Castro and the Cuban Communist fl ag.”174 One US 
congressman went so far as to suggest a more intimate connection 
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between the revolution and narcotics: “It is my personal opinion that 
Castro himself must be a mighty good customer for this stuff by the way 
he carries on.”175

• • •

Drugs and war came together in unique ways as the growing infl u-
ence of the United States confronted Cold War and anticolonial opposi-
tion at mid-century and beyond. New drugs brought promise as well as 
peril, and while the US government and corporations sought to secure 
access to raw materials and control over the manufacturing of drug 
commodities, they devoted considerable attention to policing drug pro-
duction and consumption outside of their envisioned system of controls. 
National and international drug control initiatives across the decade of 
the 1950s implemented unprecedented legal sanctions for drug crimes 
that was bolstered by the historically constructed belief in a drug crisis 
that linked select drug users to communism, the spread of disease, social 
subversion, racial revolt, and criminality. New legislation introduced 
mandatory minimum sentences and capital punishment for drug viola-
tions and became a new and potent pillar of the US government’s coer-
cive power to police at home and abroad.

In the context of the Korean War, the civil rights movement, and 
revolutionary upheavals in the Americas, drug warriors selectively iden-
tifi ed the “drug menace” by targeting groups deemed threatening to the 
economic and social order. In practice, the cry of “dope pushers” was 
leveled against the Cold War Communist enemies of the United States 
and mobilized domestically to limit the impact of black cultural expres-
sions and political challenges to white power. When the media, public 
offi cials, and scientists labeled those who were arrested as “addicts,” 
they effectively concealed the political and cultural biases built into the 
new system of policing and controls, rendering the targeted communi-
ties “criminal” and empowering new instruments of class- and race-
based social control in a language of scientifi c neutrality. A new vision 
of the hazards of uncontrolled drug production and consumption 
became a critical weapon in the US Cold War arsenal as it sought to 
secure its hegemony on a global scale.
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When the Committee on Appropriations of the United States Congress 
met in March 1963 to review the annual budget for the Treasury Depart-
ment’s Federal Bureau of Narcotics, the session began with a series of 
effusive tributes in honor of the agency’s fi rst and recently retired leader, 
Commissioner Harry J. Anslinger. After more than three decades at the 
helm of the FBN, Anslinger had stepped down from his post, although 
he remained active in the fi eld of drug control through his ongoing 
appointment as US representative to the UN Commission on Narcotic 
Drugs. Congressmen from Virginia, Louisiana, New York, Massachu-
setts, and Oklahoma joined in a chorus of praise: “It has been largely 
through his infl uence and his unswerving devotion to duty that control 
over narcotic addiction has been achieved in the United States.” The 
accolades to his dedicated service in transforming the domestic policing 
of drugs were reinforced by homages to his international profi le: “As the 
fi rst Commissioner of Narcotics, Harry Anslinger became a world 
renowned fi gure in the regulation of the production and distribution of 
narcotic drugs. Always aware of the legitimate use of narcotics, he has 
throughout his long and enviable career protected the application of 
those drugs to their necessary use.” Special mention was made of the 
fact that he had been the 1962 recipient of the American Pharmaceuti-
cal Association’s “coveted Remington Medal,” awarded to the “indi-
vidual who has done the most for American pharmacy.” A jury consist-
ing of past presidents of this organization of professional pharmacists 

 Conclusion
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honored Anslinger for his work as an “humanitarian and international 
servant of the people, for his outstanding contribution to the public 
health and to the profession of pharmacy through control and suppres-
sion of illicit traffi c in and use of narcotic drugs and for able representa-
tion of the US government in international affairs.”1

The nature of the occasion lent itself to hyperbole and overly opti-
mistic projections: US “control over narcotic addiction” had not in fact 
been achieved, and the policing, prosecution, and consumption of (legal 
and illegal) drugs escalated throughout the remainder of the twentieth 
century—a consequence in part of the policing and profi t-making appa-
ratus the FBN helped build in the 1940s and 1950s. The contemporary 
praise for Anslinger’s role in institutionalizing both national and inter-
national drug control suggests that by the 1960s the FBN commissioner 
had cemented his historic reputation as the nation’s fi rst drug czar. More 
signifi cant than Anslinger’s public prominence and recognized leader-
ship, the tributes spoke to deeper structural factors, particularly the eco-
nomic and political interests that made drug control such a viable vehi-
cle for consolidating and expanding US power. The US government had 
been concerned with drug control since the early decades of the twenti-
eth century, but it was not until World War II and the early Cold War 
that the nation wielded suffi cient political and economic infl uence to 
dictate the regulatory logic and economic hierarchies of an assertive 
international drug control regime. Celebrations of Anslinger attest to 
the consensus among policymakers and pharmaceutical industry repre-
sentatives of the material and symbolic importance of drug control to 
national security, public health, and private profi t making. And while 
the fi rst commissioner of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics is most famous 
for his strident public condemnations of illicit drugs, drug users, and 
infectious enemy drug traffi ckers, congressmen joined with pharmaceu-
tical industry representatives in emphasizing his contributions to the 
legal drug industry, praising his efforts on behalf of “American phar-
macy” and the promotion of the “legitimate use of narcotics.” They 
explicitly tied the health of the country and the legal drug industry to 
the enforcement and regulation of self-interested defi nitions of illegality.

Only a decade and a half before these public tributes, the FBN com-
missioner had warned Congress of a new and troubling development. In 
1947 a “tremendous quantity of cocaine” had surfaced in Peru after the 
“cocaine traffi c had been practically nonexistent for more than 15 
years.” It is likely that the perceived spike in cocaine traffi cking was a 
result of heightened policing rather than supply or consumer demand, 
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but by 1950 Anslinger attributed a minor reduction in cocaine seizures 
to effective “enforcement activity of the Peruvian Government.”2 The 
US government sponsored hemispheric policing in the named pursuit of 
drug control, and launched an assertive campaign to implement an 
international drug control regime through the regulatory authority of 
the United Nations. The 1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs 
was one culmination of this effort: a treaty that to this day delineates 
the defi nitions and reach of international drug control policy.

The principles enshrined in the Single Convention reveal the persist-
ent and defi ning infl uence of particular US-based economic and political 
priorities on the global policing of drugs. Even though Anslinger ini-
tially opposed the Single Convention, for what he viewed as its lax 
enforcement powers and potential to infl ame Soviet and anticolonial 
ambitions in countries where drug raw materials were cultivated, he 
worked to ensure US corporate and government interests were enshrined 
within it. US pharmaceutical companies exercised considerable infl u-
ence over the parameters of national and international drug control. 
When the CND met to discuss an early draft of the convention in 1955, 
attendees were invited to a “luncheon” at Merck and Co., Inc.’s labora-
tory in Rahway, New Jersey, with transportation provided by the com-
pany.3 Even without a record of what transpired when UN representa-
tives working on drug control lunched at Merck’s facilities, the sustained 
lines of access to regulatory offi cials, the sharing of social spaces, and 
mutual work devising drug policy exemplifi ed US economic and politi-
cal dominance. FBN offi cials also pursued formal interventions on 
behalf of US companies. Consistently throughout the negotiations, 
Anslinger spoke for the interests of Maywood Chemical Works, Coca-
Cola’s supplier, informing executives from both companies that he had 
succeeded in securing the “desired language” in the Single Conven-
tion—specifi cally he had “proposed an additional sentence to insure 
that the use, etc., of the coca leaves for decocainized fl avoring extract be 
considered a legitimate purpose . . . which I hope will be satisfactory, as 
recognizing the legitimate need for Coca Cola.”4 The principles that 
guided the delineation of legality were carefully constructed so as to 
sustain a legitimate market for US manufacturers while stigmatizing 
other uses as “illegitimate.” The vice president of Coca-Cola wrote 
Anslinger in gratitude: “It is most fortunate that you intervened in the 
Commission’s proceedings as deftly and decisively as you did and that 
your position was sustained. . . . It need scarcely be said that your action 
is most warmly gratifying.”5
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Even more striking, during a series of meetings and conferences 
geared toward gaining widespread acquiescence to the Single Conven-
tion’s implementation, FBN offi cials actively intervened to guarantee 
suffi cient quantities of raw material be available to US pharmaceutical 
manufacturers. Establishing a political economy of legality tied to 
North American economic priorities entailed more than simply enshrin-
ing favorable defi nitions of legality in the language of the treaty. When 
some delegates saw the treaty negotiations as an opportunity to pres-
sure Andean countries to reduce the quantities of coca leaf being grown, 
anxious US representatives agreed but wanted assurance that the reduc-
tion would not affect coca fi elds being grown for export to US manufac-
turers. FBN offi cials specifi cally demanded not a reduction but an 
expansion of coca fi elds being grown for Maywood, to secure “suffi -
cient quantity of coca leaf for the needs of this important industry.”6 
After negotiations among Maywood representatives and US and Peru-
vian offi cials, the chief of the UN CND, also on the scene, approvingly 
observed that he “believed deliveries of these commercial supplies, 
intended for fl avoring extract, would naturally reduce the availability of 
leaves for chewing.”7 By 1962, securing the interests of manufacturing 
countries in drug control was thus presented as a mechanism for “reduc-
ing the availability” of raw materials that might be used to other ends—
specifi cally in this context it presented an attack on indigenous commu-
nities’ consumption and use of the leaves on their own terms.8 Defi nitions 
of legitimacy were entrenched within an unequal hemispheric hierarchy 
whereby the countries that produced raw materials were encouraged to 
steer national production exclusively toward an export market geared 
toward the industrial nations, refl ecting and exacerbating not only the 
unequal relations between nations involved in the coca trade, but also 
contributing to hierarchies of political and economic power among dif-
ferent peoples within those nations. Drug control became a mechanism 
for extending US infl uence into the domestic and international life of its 
allies and enemies alike.

The trajectory of drug control implementation in the Andes is par-
ticularly revealing in this regard. In 1960, as a “result of the enactment 
of the Legislation on Narcotics,” the Bolivian government came into the 
possession of 130 kilos of cocaine. Bolivia contacted the Pan American 
Sanitary Bureau (PASB)—an institution which by then served as the 
World Health Organization’s regional control center for the Ameri-
cas9—which in turn contacted the WHO in Geneva asking for advice: 
“The Government would like to fi nd a legal way of selling the Cocaine 
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and has asked our advice as to the procedure to be use[d] in this case.”10 
By 1960, countries like Bolivia that had been especially targeted by the 
drug control apparatus as producers of raw materials for the manufac-
turing of narcotic drugs were forced to bargain for inclusion in the 
international marketplace within the framework established by the con-
trol regime. Both Bolivia and Peru had resisted elements of the drug 
control regime’s implementation. They were nevertheless forced to con-
tend with its logic not merely as gestures of international diplomacy, but 
as a prerequisite for a viable position in an economic order increasingly 
dominated by the United States. In this particular instance, Bolivia was 
seeking to transform into legitimate commodities drugs that the govern-
ment had seized from “illicit” channels, searching for “a legal way of 
selling Cocaine.”

The drug control regime, however, effectively excluded Bolivia from 
participating in the marketing of manufactured drugs. The WHO 
responded to the PASB petition and explained, “Bolivia may grant an 
authorization to export the cocaine to a country which has issued a 
prior import authorization.” Yet, in an international drug marketplace 
where import and export authorizations were hard to come by for a 
nonestablished manufacturer, it was highly unlikely that Bolivia was 
going to obtain the necessary certifi cates. The most logical outlet for the 
cocaine, the United States, as a matter of policy only imported the raw 
material in any case. Under the terms of the 1931 Geneva Convention’s 
regulatory provisions, which would soon be reproduced and subsumed 
by the 1961 Single Convention’s ratifi cation, the relevant article for 
contraband drugs that had been seized was “interpreted to permit 
domestic use for medical or scientifi c purposes of drugs appropriated by 
a government, but not the export of such drugs.”11 This meant that once 
rendered “illicit,” drugs could only be channeled back into legal domes-
tic markets, presumably since the quotas and limits within the legal 
international market would be exceeded if “illicit” drugs were added to 
the fi eld. Bolivia, as a primary producer of drug raw materials in a regu-
latory climate oriented toward supply-side controls, was a particularly 
precarious petitioner for inclusion in the international cocaine trade.

The hierarchies of participation within the coca commodity chain—
and international drug markets more generally—were fi rmly entrenched 
by the time of this incident. Those countries that might participate in 
given stages of drug production and manufacturing had been codifi ed in 
international policy. Countries that cultivated the raw material, the coca 
leaf, were locked into a system where they were effectively excluded 
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from any signifi cant participation within the market for manufactured 
drug commodities, except as consumers of North American or Euro-
pean manufactured goods. Even while Bolivia and Peru persisted for the 
next half century in defending domestic coca leaf production and chew-
ing, they recognized the authority of the international control regime, as 
was evident in Bolivia’s petition to the PASB for guidance, as well as in 
both countries’ ratifi cation of the 1961 Single Convention, even while 
expressing offi cial reservations regarding a provision that required the 
complete elimination of coca leaf chewing within twenty-fi ve years of 
ratifi cation. Participation within the international market was predi-
cated upon acceptance of the authority of the international policing 
apparatus and the categories of legitimacy and criminality that traveled 
with it. So, in the Andes where domestic consumption of the leaf per-
sists, indigenous growers and consumers continue to operate at the pre-
carious borders of legality.

The Single Convention was designed to “replace all the existing mul-
tilateral treaties in the fi eld . . . and extend full international control to 
the raw materials of narcotic drugs.” This purpose depended on the 
careful delineation of what constituted the legal, and defi ning at what 
stage and in whose hands raw materials became contraband. The WHO, 
which acted in a scientifi c advisory capacity to the CND, called for the 
coca leaf to be subject to the tightest regulatory controls. Moreover, 
refl ecting the previous two decades of drug control initiatives, those 
working toward the convention’s implementation envisioned only three 
legitimate uses of the coca leaf, namely: “(a) the production of fl avour-
ing agents; (b) the medical and scientifi c needs, (c) chewing wherever it 
is a licit practice.” Then, of momentous import, the WHO added a 
caveat, “It should be borne in mind that of these three legitimate pur-
poses, only the fi rst is likely to remain permanent because the therapeu-
tic value of cocaine is more and more put in question and because chew-
ing may only be permitted for a limited period of time—up to 25 years 
after ratifi cation of the Convention by a country.”12

In 1961, the WHO predicted that of the three then recognized legiti-
mate uses of coca leaves, only one under the Single Convention would 
retain its legitimacy into the future: coca’s use as a “fl avouring agent” 
for the manufacturing of Coca-Cola. Even as increased production of 
Coca-Cola was contributing to the status of the United States as the 
largest stockpiler of cocaine (a by-product of the fl avor manufacturing 
process), the WHO’s assessment of the gradual disappearance of the 
second “legitimate purpose,” the extraction of cocaine for “medical and 
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scientifi c need,” refl ected general scientifi c sentiment. The impact of a 
dreamed-of future dominated by synthetic drugs, along with a growing 
faith in the wonders of laboratory science to create better, more potent 
substitutes, was apparent in the common perception of the time that the 
medicinal market for cocaine would disappear. Not all contemporaries 
embraced this prediction. When Dr. James W. Brown encountered a 
report in a 1969 article in U.S. News and World Report that echoed the 
WHO’s vision when it suggested that there was “no accepted medical 
use” of cocaine, he worriedly contacted the government:

I fi nd cocaine one of the two or three most basic drug needs in my practice 
as I do a lot of nasal surgery under local and topical anesthetic. I have used 
it for twenty-one years and do not feel the drug is hazardous if properly used. 
I concur in its strict control but I do not feel that those of us who fi nd it 
essential to their practices should be deprived of its use. . . . I have tried 
numerous other synthetic topical anesthetics and have found nothing to 
compare with its effi cacy, both as an anesthetic and as a shrinking agent.13

Dr. Brown argued for cocaine’s critical and incomparable value to 
medical science, even while he conceded the need for “its strict control.”

The drug control apparatus directed the fl ow of commodities, such 
that the same drug might be licit or illicit depending on the context. 
Forecasts of cocaine’s disappearance were in fact inaccurate: to this day 
“medical and scientifi c” uses of cocaine have persisted even while the 
prominence of cocaine as a target of various US government adminis-
trations’ “wars on drugs” has meant that many people are largely una-
ware of the continuing legitimate uses for goods manufactured from the 
coca leaf—or the political, economic, cultural, and racial biases that 
historically produced the multiple legal designations and ideological 
signifi cations. While indigenous coca leaf growers and consumers in the 
Andes are forced to defend against assaults on their cultural practices, 
the fi eld of US corporate participation in the coca leaf and cocaine trade 
seems to have grown. In 2012 the US Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA), 
the contemporary successor to the FBN, registered at least four author-
ized importers of coca leaves, fi ve companies authorized to import 
cocaine, and fourteen companies authorized to manufacture it. From 
the limited information revealed in the fi lings, the end products derived 
from coca leaves and their potential productive powers are varied. One 
company, Stepan Pharmaceutical (which acquired Maywood in 1961 
and continues to provide coca leaf fl avoring extract to the Coca-Cola 
Company), as the DEA explained, “plans to import the listed controlled 
substance [coca leaves] to manufacture bulk controlled substance for 



224  |  Conclusion

distribution to its customer.” Other companies planned on using the 
leaves both for distribution to customers and for “research and analyti-
cal standards.” Companies manufacturing cocaine similarly seem to do 
so for a variety of not always publicly clarifi ed purposes: “for the manu-
facture of reference standards,” for “sale to researchers and analytical 
labs,” for use in “clinical, toxicological, and forensic laboratories,” and 
mysteriously for manufacturing “the listed controlled substances in 
bulk [cocaine] for sale to its customers.”14 According to the most recently 
available annual statistics compiled by the UN Drug Supervisory Body 
(responsible for overseeing the international system of import and 
export controls designed to limit the market to “legitimate” medical and 
scientifi c demand), the United States in 2010 was the world’s only 
importer and utilizer of coca leaves and the “main reason for utilization 
was to manufacture a fl avouring agent, while cocaine and ecgonine 
were obtained as by-products.”15 Nevertheless, the belief in the 1960s 
that the “therapeutic power of cocaine is more and more put into ques-
tion” was also indicative of the general impact of a drug control logic 
through which a commodity itself came to embody all sorts of dangers, 
even if inevitably these associations continued to vary according to con-
sumers and context.

Finally, when we turn to the third “legitimate use” of the coca leaf 
enshrined in the Single Convention, the hierarchies of nation, class, and 
cultural bias in the operations of drug control are starkly apparent. The 
Single Convention presented a new challenge to coca growing countries 
and particularly their indigenous peoples. For years Peru and Bolivia 
had responded to the drug regulatory priorities of industrial countries 
with compromise and resistance. Bolivia had signed onto an early 
League of Nations convention in 1925 and Peru had ratifi ed the 1931 
Geneva Convention; however, both countries did so with specifi c reser-
vations that they would not try to limit domestic consumption of the 
coca leaf.16 The 1961 Single Convention required that all parties to it 
abolish the practice of coca leaf chewing within their countries within 
twenty-fi ve years of their national ratifi cation of the treaty. Peru ratifi ed 
it in 1964 and Bolivia in 1965. Both countries continued to resist this 
provision even after the transitional period had passed. The issue 
remains contentious and, in fact, the fate of the status quo was called 
into question with a twenty-fi rst-century Bolivian government proposal 
to have the ban on coca leaf chewing completely removed from the Sin-
gle Convention, and barring this, Bolivia would denounce and with-
draw from the convention, and re-accede without recognizing the crim-
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inalization of coca leaf chewing. In January 2011, at the very end of the 
UN-mandated eighteen-month wait period for such proposals to either 
be challenged or become law, the United States and a few other coun-
tries submitted formal objections. Bolivia subsequently withdrew its 
accession of the treaty and only in 2013 re-acceded with a fi rm reserva-
tion that it did not recognize coca leaf chewing as criminal. The events 
have promoted a broad public debate internationally about the wisdom 
of the ban on coca leaf chewing, the exclusion of countries like Bolivia 
from participating in the international trade for coca-derived products, 
and the heavy toll drug control takes on poor and indigenous communi-
ties confronting prohibitions on traditional and nonexport market-
oriented uses of the coca leaf.

The president of Bolivia, Evo Morales, argued the ban violated the 
recently adopted UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 
in particular that “indigenous peoples have the right to maintain, con-
trol, protect and develop their cultural heritage, traditional knowledge, 
and traditional cultural expressions.”17 Bolivia’s casting of this drug 
control debate as a question of indigenous sovereignty and defense of 
tradition has garnered support for its challenge to the UN Single Con-
vention from around the world, and most signifi cantly across South 
America. This unprecedented challenge issued by the fi rst Aymara presi-
dent of a nation comprising the world’s largest population of indige-
nous coca leaf chewers to the General Assembly of the United Nations 
refl ects an important moment in the history of international drug con-
trol, whatever the outcome. Unfortunately the petition and the limited 
scope of its objective (it is not a call for decriminalization or for funda-
mentally challenging the tenets which guide the political economy of 
drug control) refl ects the persistence of the logic and practical founda-
tions of international drug control that remains wedded to the powers 
and interests of the United States and the global capitalist system its 
infl uence has sustained.

Nevertheless, increasingly vocal criticisms of the drug control regime 
persist both nationally and internationally in the face of its obvious 
failures in curbing drug use, in generating unprecedented levels of vio-
lence stretching from Mexico, through Central America and South 
America, and in devastating countless numbers of lives through mass 
incarceration for drug consumption. While important, many of these 
debates get trapped within the deceptively neutral logic of the drug con-
trol regime itself, for instance by focusing on the question of whether 
drug use should be treated as a crime or an illness (in the midst of the 
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aggressive cultural and medical promotion of legal drugs), or whether 
some drugs, like marijuana or coca leaves, should be removed from 
regulatory oversight (as if the drug properties themselves have been the 
primary determinant of legal status). The so-called drug problem will 
not be eliminated until the political economy of drug control and its 
origins in the logic and structural hierarchies sustaining US global 
power are directly addressed. There seems to be some promising move-
ment in this direction with organizations such as the Global Commis-
sion on Drug Policy arguing that criminalization has fueled rather than 
reduced a global drug pandemic, and in a June 2011 report, the com-
mission cited Bolivia’s challenge to the UN ban on coca leaf chewing as 
a welcome frontal assault on “drug control imperialism.”18

The drug control apparatus emerged as a mechanism for policing 
and protecting selectively designated “legitimate” drug production—
and created a seemingly neutral, medically backed, and socially pro-
moted framework for the policing of people and activities that seemed 
to threaten the envisioned social and economic order. In the United 
States, drug manufactures, pharmaceutical executives, and scientists 
collaborated with the Federal Bureau of Narcotics and the United 
Nations to secure their markets while limiting and controlling the 
parameters of others’ participation. Modern laboratory science created 
a whole new array of products that helped propel the United States into 
a dominant global position as the primary supplier of mass-manufac-
tured drugs and medicines. The capacity to refashion raw materials 
seemed limitless. The process of securing and limiting to the industrial 
world access to raw materials used to manufacture fi nished drug com-
modities emerged with the establishment of a US-led policing apparatus 
that enforced and legitimized the boundaries of legality. US political and 
economic leaders proffered the country’s unique ability, role, and func-
tion as the preeminent global suppliers of manufactured drugs, as seem-
ing proof of the advantages of US capitalism not just for the country but 
also for the world. The logic of drug control was such that these same 
goods became dangerous when their production, distribution, and con-
sumption were not confi ned to “legitimate” sites and participants. The 
construction of this legitimacy was infl uenced by national, social, racial, 
and economic biases. As with coca leaves and laboratory chemicals, 
certain groups of people too became part of the landscape of raw mate-
rial, to be refashioned, “developed,” and guided along a path toward 
appropriate participation within the marketplace, or even isolated from 
the general populace so as not to spread antisocial disease.
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The US pharmaceutical industry grew in tandem with the rise of US 
political power and depended on the concurrent fashioning of a regula-
tory and policing apparatus to secure their mutual dominance. The pro-
duction of drug commodities and their valorization as harbingers of a 
future relieved of illness through technological breakthroughs became a 
foundation for the expansion of US capitalism, and often provided a 
seemingly objective explanation for obstacles to its success. At mid-
century in the Andes, elites paired with international experts to stigma-
tize indigenous coca leaf consumption by characterizing it as an imped-
iment to Indian development, societal progress, and modernization 
more generally. Similarly, the escalation of criminal penalties in US 
domestic politics was a direct response to the political turmoil presented 
by the intersection of the Cold War and the civil rights movement; in 
particular, the threat posed by African American challenges to white 
cultural and economic hegemony. The public mobilization of fear and 
cultivated sense of crisis attributed to Communist dope-pushers and an 
infectious black criminality led to the dramatic escalation of criminal 
penalties associated with drug consumption and distribution and the 
disproportionate incarceration of African Americans. From the human 
guinea pigs who fi lled US Public Health Service narcotic farms and pro-
vided valuable research material for pharmaceutical development and 
experimentation, to the Andean peasant farmers subject to anthropo-
logical and social experiments that degraded traditional culture (includ-
ing coca) in the service of producing modern, wage-earning citizens, the 
burdens of the enforcement regime have been carried by the poor, racial-
ized minorities and the politically and economically disenfranchised. 
The history of the establishment of the international drug control appa-
ratus and the particular history of the coca leaf within it together reveal 
the twentieth-century dynamics of American imperialism. US domi-
nance over policing and the political economy of the international drug 
trade was predicated on the production of drug commodities and con-
suming citizen-subjects as raw materials for fashioning a US-centered 
capitalist world.
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