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What is Trump’s Policy on the War on 
Drugs?
In May 2017, Attorney General Jeff Sessions issued a 
memo instructing prosecutors to “charge and pursue 
the most serious, readily provable offense” or those 
that carry “the most substantial guideline sentence, 
including mandatory minimum sentences.” The direc-
tive was a blanket, across the board directive though 
explicitly advocated for an escalation of the War on 
Drugs as it effectively rescinding Obama-era guide-
lines for federal prosecutors that were designed to 
curtail the harshest sentences for defendants charged 
with low-level drug offenses, and discourage them 
from pursuing low level offenders.
   The new guidelines will lead to more incarcerations 
and continuously harsh sentences, hence providing a 
boon to the private prison industry

Why is This Policy Misguided?
The War on Drugs over the last four decades has cost 
U.S. taxpayers well over a trillion dollars while failing 
to strike a dent in the global drug supply. Because of 
the War on Drugs, the United States has evolved into 
the world’s largest prison state with well over two mil-
lion prisoners. Law professor Michelle Alexander has 
emphasized that the War on Drugs has become akin 
to a “new Jim Crow” owing to the incarceration of a 
vastly disproportionate number of African Americans 
and other racial minorities who are targeted through 
racial profiling and selective policing of inner city 
neighborhoods. Under the National Defense Autho-
rization Act (NDAA) section 1033, the Pentagon has 
been authorized to transfer military equipment to local 
police forcesamounting to over half a billion dollars 
this past year—which has contributed significantly to 
the militarization of America’s police forces and con-
sequent erosion of civil liberties.

Historical Overview
The War on Drugs can be dated to the advent of an-
ti-opium ordinances in the state of California in the 
late nineteenth century following the influx of Chinese 
migrants working on the railroads who frequented 
opium dens. In 1914, the Wilson administration passed 
the Harrison Narcotics act which regulated and taxed 
opiates and coca products. The number of drug offend-
ers committed to federal penal institutions rose over 
2,000 percent as a result of the Harrison Act, from less 
than 300 to over 6,500. In 1937, the Roosevelt ad-
ministration passed the Marijuana Tax Act effectively 
criminalizing marijuana following a scare campaign 
initiated by Harry J. Anslinger, the head of the Fed-
eral Bureau of Narcotics from 1930-1962. Many of 
the sensational claims about marijuana were contra-
dicted by the findings of the 1944 LaGuardia Com-
mission comprised of leading scientists and medical 
health professionals in New York, which found that 
marijuana was rather innocuous. However, Anslinger 
worked to undermine the commission and discredit the 
scientists. 
   During the 1960s, drug use among hippies and 
members of the counter-culture generated a vigorous 
political backlash, resulting in President Richard M. 
Nixon’s declaration of a War on Drugs in June 1971. 
In New York State, Governor Nelson Rockefeller 
instituted draconian mandatory minimum sentenc-
ing provisions that would remain on the books for 
decades. Nixon’s drug war mixed a harsh punitive 
paradigm with an emphasis on drug treatment that 
was eroded under Ronald Reagan’s presidency in 
the 1980s. Following passage of the 1986 Anti-Drug 
Abuse Act which mandated urine testing for all federal 
employees and harsh mandatory minimum sentencing, 
Claude Pepper, long-time Democratic Senator from 
Florida, noted, “We’re close to the point now where 
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you could put an amendment through to hang, quar-
ter and draw drug dealers.” These comments epito-
mized the popular mood driving “tough on crime” 
and “drugs” policies Trump is seeking to re-invoke 
today.

The War on Drugs over the last 
four decades has cost U.S. tax-
payers well over a trillion dol-
lars while failing to strike a dent 
in the global drug supply. 

Who Was Targeted in the War on Drugs?
People of color have often been central targets of 
the War on Drugs despite drug use being prolif-
erate throughout society. One reason stems from 
racial profiling and the “broken windows” model 
of policing promoted by James Q. Wilson of the 
Harvard Kennedy School. Wilson urged police to 
concentrate their energies on low-income inner city 
neighborhoods and to target marginal quality of life 
offenses including petty drug possession under the 
belief this could lead to community regeneration. 
However, in practice, “broken windows” and its 
counterpart “stop and frisk” have often resulted 
in over-policing in minority-dominated neighbor-
hoods, spearheading the “new Jim Crow.” The 
targeting of communities of color is part and parcel 
of the state’s attempt to control people, especially 
Blacks, which is the history of the state and Black 
people from slavery to the present. It’s about weak-
ening and destroying Black families and communi-
ties to undermine, isolate, and punish people. 

What Was the Connection Between the 
Vietnam War and the Modern War on 
Drugs?
During the Vietnam War, a “moral panic” resulted 
from media depictions of doped up U.S. soldiers 
who were allegedly jeopardizing U.S. national 
security. Drug use proliferated in the Vietnam War 
as a result of the complete breakdown of morale 
in the U.S. army following the 1968 Tet offensive 
and abundant supply owing to the corruption of 
CIA drug trafficking assets fighting secret wars in 
the Golden Triangle (Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, 

Burma). Soldiers were demoralized because they 
felt the US couldn’t win and many considered the 
war to be unjust and disliked how they were treated 
in the army. 
   The media, however, greatly exaggerated the scale 
of drug addiction, conflating drug experimentation 
and use with addiction. Many soldiers experimented 
with drugs in the rear, away from the theatre of 
combat though the media raised fears drugs were 
compromising the military’s fighting effectiveness. 
Many stories furthermore warned that addicted 
soldiers would return to the United States and create 
an urban crime wave. However, a survey by a Pen-
tagon scientist determined that of the soldiers who 
used heroin in Vietnam, only 1.3 percent continued 
use of the drug back in the United States. Once re-
moved from the hellish conditions of Vietnam they 
were less despondent and could resume a normal 
life. 
   The climate of hysteria was exploited by the 
Nixon administration, which declared the War on 
Drugs four days after the release of the Pentagon 
Papers (government documents showing deception 
in waging the Vietnam War). The main purpose 
of Nixon’s drug war was to deflect attention away 
from the failure of U.S. policy in Vietnam and to as-
suage public fears of a phony drug crisis the media 
had helped manufacture. 

How did Nixon and Reagan’s Drug War 
Transform the U.S. Criminal Justice 
System and Society?
Nixon and Reagan’s drug war was crucial in the 
transformation of U.S. society from a welfare to a 
penal state. The police also became increasingly 
militarized. In 1972, the Nixon administration 
created the Office of Drug Abuse Law Enforcement 
(ODALE), precursor to the Drug Enforcement 
Administration (DEA) which carried out militarized 
raids in conjunction with local police that resembled 
“assaults on an enemy prison camp in Vietnam” 
according to a reporter who witnessed the shooting 
of an unarmed hippie in the back during a raid in 
Humboldt County California.
  Comparing illicit drugs to “enemy missiles” and 
“planes,” Ronald Reagan in the 1980s pushed Con-
gress to amend the Posse Comitatus Act so that mil-
itary forces could be used to assist civilian officers 



in the enforcement of drug laws, established harsh 
sentencing and forfeiture laws that gave police finan-
cial incentive to target drug offenders, set up narcotic 
strike forces in dozens of cities equipped with high-
tech stakeout cars, sniper rifles, air surveillance equip-
ment and Stun and Taser guns and sent U-2 spy planes 
and paramilitary raids on cannabis fields in Northern 
California, destroying thirteen million marijuana 
plants in 1984 alone. 
   Dubbed the “gulag state” by critics, the U.S. under 
Reagan surpassed both the Soviet Union and apartheid 
South Africa as the leading per capita prisoner state in 
the world. Over one million inmates were incarcerated 
in federal or state facilities, with 58 percent having 
been convicted on drug charges. American society 
became less democratic and civil liberties were eroded 
as a result of the Nixon-Reagan drug policy. Milton 
Friedman, the guru of neoclassical economics, wrote 
an editorial stating:
              
Every friend of freedom must be as revolted as I am by the 
prospect of turning the United States into an armed camp, by 
the vision of jails filled with casual drug users and of an army of 
enforcers empowered to invade the liberty of citizens on slight 
evidence. A country in which shooting down unidentified planes 
‘on suspicion’ can be seriously considered as a drug war tactic is 
not the kind of United States I want to hand to future generations. 
  
   Mr. Trump unfortunately has no qualms about 
handing over a militarized police state to future gener-
ations. He has gone so far as to praise Filipino leader 
Rodrigo Duterte whose police forces have killed and 
tortured thousands of drug suspects in a campaign that 
has aroused the world’s moral indignation. 

What was the Scale of  the International 
War on Drugs and Its Impact?
Within the United States, the War on Drugs has dec-
imated communities of color and transformed U.S. 
society into more of a police state. The international 
war on drugs has been equally damaging as its domes-
tic counterpart. Aerial spraying programs have been 
especially controversial because of the adverse health 
and environmental effects. At the 2012 Summit of the 
Americas in Cartegena, Colombia, Latin American 
leaders openly conveyed their discontent with the War 
on Drugs linking it to corruption and savage violence 
among the drug cartels. Colombian President Juan 

Manuel Santos asserted that after forty years of fight-
ing, his country was no closer to victory, while Guate-
mala’s President General Otto Perez Molina called on 
the U.S. to pay countries for the drugs that they seize.
   The drug war, however, had become so institutional-
ized even a liberal like Obama, who said he had “big-
ger fish to fry than marijuana users” would not dare try 
and curtail it. According to Wikileaks cables, the DEA 
had evolved into a “global intelligence organization 
whose reach extends beyond narcotics” running ex-
pansive eavesdropping operations sometimes deployed 
by allied politicians against their political enemies. 
This fit a historical pattern where the drug war was 
used as a cover for clandestine government operations 
the public would not willingly support.

What is Plan Mérida?
In 2009, President Obama unveiled Plan Mérida, a 
$1.7 billion dollar assistance program to Mexico mod-
eled after Plan Colombia (drug eradication program 
used as a cover for fighting leftist FARC guerrillas) 
with a heavy emphasis on militarized policing. Secre-
tary of State Hillary Clinton was a major proponent of 
Mérida while several of the contractors profiting from 
U.S. security assistance including General Electric, 
Lockheed, and United Technologies, which owns the 
helicoper company Sikorsky, contributed to the Clin-
ton Foundation. 
   Many of the weapons provided under Mérida actu-
ally bolstered the arsenal of the cartels responsible for 
perpetrating grisly violence and which recruit their 
enforcers from among U. S. trained police and military 
officers and from Central American dirty war veterans. 
The Mexican army used U.S. weapons to suppress 
peasant uprisings in Chiapas and Oaxaca provinces 
driven by rampant inequalities. They also forced the 
displacement of peasants to make way for megaproj-
ects by multi-national mining corporations. The Open 
Society Justice Initiative issued a report that found 
that Mexican security forces financed by the United 
States routinely carried out forced disappearances 
and torture constituting crimes against humanity. Plan 
Mérida overall exemplifies the futility of a militarized 
approach to drug eradication, which citizens in the 
Trump era should resist.

What Can We Do?
The Drug Policy Alliance based out of New York is 

an excellent advocacy group. It successfully helped 
lobby for the abolishing of the Rockefeller laws in 
New York and the excessive penalization of crack 
compared to cocaine under federal law. It was orig-
inally named in honor of drug reformer Alfred R. 
Lindesmith, a long-time foil of Harry J. Anslinger. 
(http://www.drugpolicy.org/)
   Concerned citizens, in my view, should educate 
themselves about the War on Drugs and its social 
and human costs, join forces with other like-minded 
people in their community to help better educate the 
public, lobby their legislators for change, and back 
progressive political candidates or run themselves 
in local elections. They can combine their activism 
in this issue in support of the broader social reforms 
and changes needed for our society to evolve in a 
more humane direction.
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 If are a historian, a teacher, or a historically-minded activist,  
you are welcome in HPAD  Go to our website for resources and  
more about how to become active: www.historiansforpeace.org.

Historians for Peace and Democracy (HPAD; formerly Histori-
ans Against the War) was formed in January 2003 to oppose the 
Bush Administration’s drive for a pre-emptive, illegal invasion 
of Iraq. We participated actively in the antiwar movement of 
the Bush years, and we have continued to campaign for peace 
and diplomacy internationally, while extending our support for 
Palestinian human rights. Now, with the ascent of an extreme 
rightwing administration contemptuous of constitutional norms, 
we will add to our mission fighting for free speech and aca-
demic freedom for all members of campus communities, and 
for the human rights of our students, especially the undocu-
mented, Muslims, people of color, women and LGBTQ people. 
We will challenge the “fake news” and “alternative facts” that 

have driven the right’s ascent, and defend the discipline of history 
against attempts to reduce it to affirmations of “American great-
ness,” documenting how prior eras of reaction were successfully 
combatted. Finally, we recognize that the Trump-Pence Administra-
tion is a threat not only to the people of the United States, but to the 
people of the world, and we will continue to stand against a new nu-
clear arms race, more imperial interventions, and collaboration with  
authoritarian regimes.


