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ChAPTeR TwenTy-nIne 

A ReFLeCTIOn

1.

During the one and a half centuries from 1800 to 1950, the Opium 
Problem underwent several transformations within the territory that 
became later the USA. First, of course, the fact that in 1800 the USA occu-
pied about 30% of its current territory and acquired the rest within fifty 
years. The Opium Problem existed only outside this territory in east Asia 
where American clippers aggravated the Chinese opium problems. 
Internal problems only arose locally and through individual actions (“Dr. 
Doxey”). 

This was comparable to the “household situation” in england before 
about the 1850s. An American Opium Problem was created around the 
period of the Civil war. Opium and its derivatives were abundantly pro-
duced and consumed. A combination of factors was necessary for this cre-
ation. 

First, the rise of an American pharmaceutical industry and further pro-
fessionalization in the health sector as was seen in europe as well. Second, 
the increasing opium import divided over two separate streams: one for 
the Chinese inhabitants from the east imported through San Francisco 
and one for the “whites” from the west (Turkey and europe) imported 
through new york or Philadelphia. The former was only crude or pre-
pared opium; the second more sophisticated, crude opium as resource for 
the pharmaceutical industry and morphine, codeine or products like lau-
danum, opium syrups for babies or adults. Third, a much larger market of 
clients: the soldiers in the Civil war, the army of its addicts thereafter; 
Chinese inhabitants; the hype of lady-morphine addicts; and, generally, a 
huge collection of opium pills and powder swallowers. As a crown on this 
booming US narco-consumer complex came Coca Cola in the 1880s.

From about 1885 onwards a new period started in which all features of 
the Opium Problem became aggravated in a way that no one knew how to 
handle. This was already sufficient reason for why the Opium Problem got 
completely out of hand. First, the widespread sectarian and religious cam-
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paigns of moral lobbies created a highly exaggerated moral problem for 
which they did not give an adequate solution except praying, abstinence 
and paying on God’s own accounts. 

Second, from the local to the federal level, laws were invented by 
authorities which criminalized the use of opium, leaving the producers 
largely undisturbed. In some cities even a full-fledged police-state was 
created against the behavior of the normal citizens. 

The excessive urbanization and foreign immigration, furthermore, led 
to a radically new kind of client: urban low-class men became notable 
consumers instead of higher-class women. The urban and migrant drop-
outs could easily organize in gangs, and what was criminalized by the 
“aboveground” was the obvious field of activities for the newly created 
“underground”: first and foremost, all kinds of prohibited stuff and drinks 
(not Coca Cola).

Fourth. The excessive stress on the consumer side of the Opium 
Problem (using as disease, as health hazard, as criminal act, and so on) 
concentrated all theoretical (scientific) and practical attention on the 
person and personalized the Opium (Drug) Problem. This resulted in 
numerous “psychoactive” studies and rules, new definitions, new medical 
procedures, new professionals and new drugs (‘to attack drugs with drugs’ 
like opium with cocaine). no relevant comprehensive explanation(s) of 
the whole Opium Problem were produced.1 

next, in the 1890s the American pharmaceutical industry started devel-
oping into a multinational industry and consequently its lobby and price-
setting potentials grew. Like every other industry, it suffered a certain 
set-back in the economic slump period, but the world war II period was 
detrimental for its global extension. After 1950 they often rose into the 
category: “Too Big to Topple” with all the nasty consequences. 

2.

The American foreign policy aspects of the Opium Problem seldom inter-
ested people outside academic circles, secret services and the army. The 

1 That was not only the case in the period 1880-1950, but it is difficult to find such a 
study nowadays. Take for example the contribution of one of the most successful Ameri-
can social scientific drug experts, erich Goode, in the excellent The Social Science Encyclo-
pedia (ed. Adam Kuper and Jessica Kuper), 1999, p. 197-200. Despite the advice to follow 
the Dutch policy of flexible enforcement. The author even deemed it necessary to start 
with so-called examples to prove that throughout human history people have evidenced 
drug (ab)use. 
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many practical conflicts between england and the USA concerning opi-
um from 1800 onwards resulted in a loss of a serious world problem for 
england, whereas the USA inherited one. This developed far beyond its 
power, its understanding and—for some analysts—its ability and even 
willingness to solve it. The beginning of this drama until about 1950 was 
a main subject of this chapter. 

It should certainly contribute to the lively debates about “formal US 
imperialism” which rage among US academics. The most logical way of 
dealing with this imperialism is to study not only its actions (attacks on 
foreign countries, exploitation of them, their religious or cultural conver-
sion, etc.), but also the reactions of the victims. Recently, this approach 
received the name of ‘imperial reciprocities’.2 

This is defined using the very ambiguous center (metropolis)-periph-
ery model. In the 1970s it was used for the first time (from Galtung to 
Gunder Frank or wallerstein) to explain the effects of western capitalism 
in the Third world. This largely uni-directional and soon outdated theory 
is not interesting for us, but some practical results of it as used by Alfred 
McCoy are.

According to him and his colleagues, the opium activities of American 
imperialism in, for instance, the Philippines were the start of the world’s 
first “surveillance state”.3 This was imported during and after the First 
world war into the USA. The prohibition of opium in the Philippines 
became, therefore, the root of the American drug legislation and even of 
the modern War On Drugs. For him it is a good example of how a colony 
(= periphery) can function as a kind of testing ground for social and polit-
ical reforms implemented at home (= center). As shown, however, the 
first example of a police state as a consequence of the Opium Problem 
was San Francisco in the 1880s. Therefore, the internal situation of the 
USA should be researched more carefully when looking for reasons lead-
ing to a war on Drugs after 1950. 

Another crucial problem in American’s foreign policy and its Asian 
opium policy as indicated by Bruce Cumings. he emphasized in 1999 that 
with the return of hong Kong to China and the growing investment and 
trade ties with Taiwan and people of Chinese descent in Southeast Asia, a 

2 D. Owen, p. 10.
3 Idem, p. 107 ff. he rightly criticized Max weber for his one-sided definition of a 

state by its monopoly of legitimate use of physical power in a given territory. weber did 
not understand that the modern state uses violence to penetrate into the privacy of its 
citizens.
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development had been started comparable to that of Korea and Taiwan 
since the 1970s. 

his advice was not to look for an aggressive US policy versus a new 
China like the Korea or Vietnam wars. he argues that a ‘wise policy begins 
with China’s long-term humiliation at the hands of the west, and there-
fore western humility’.4 herewith an alternative way of looking at new 
or old US-Chinese relations is given. 

It is no luxury to view problems also from this angle, where even today 
voices and publications are asking for war with China: even by its very 
performance this country, apparently, threatens the political domination 
and economic hegemony of a troubled America.5 Secret services, mostly 
highly involved in drugs policies, play(ed) a crucial role in Asian politics, 
but never in stimulating peaceful developments. The close relationship 
between imperialism and opium is modernized into opium policy as part 
of aggressive foreign policy. This should be discussed and not denied. 

4 B. Cumings, p. 170.
5 See an article of Charles R. Smith (China and war, August 14, 2001) on archive.

newsmax.com or the contribution of Dr.Jeffrey Record (Thinking about China and war, 
December 6, 2001) on www.airpower.au.af.mil/airchronicles/apj/apj01/win01/record.html 
which is particularly important since his institute at the Johns hopkins University often 
did simulation war-games. In March 2009 some of them were leaked. Their conclusion: 
war-games against China had bad results for the USA!  
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