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London 

n the first decades of the twentieth century, American pressure was the driving force at the international 
level behind the creation of an emergent system of international drug control. World War One and the 
inclusion of the pre-war and largely unimplemented 1912 Hague Convention in the post-war Versailles 

peace settlement ensured that international drug control finally had a firm global footing. Its institutional 
location was in the League of Nations and its Opium Advisory Committee. 

The League opium control system operated in the inter-war decades as one of control of supply, but without 
direct American influence, since the U.S. was not a member of the League. In the absence of the U.S., Britain 
took the lead in developing a consensus. Its preeminent civil servant, Sir Malcolm Delevingne, had been 
active in drug control in the Home Office since before the First World War and was to remain an active force 
even after retirement, until the late 1940s.  

Delevingne was a strong supply control advocate, but in practice pragmatic concerns marked the development 
of the system in the inter-war years. Opium smoking was officially condemned but its sale was permitted 
within several British Far Eastern colonies and sales of the drug contributed revenue to British colonial 
administrations through government-run monopolies. Internal departmental tensions between the Foreign 
Office, which was uncomfortable with this apparent hypocrisy, and the Colonial Office, marked policy. The 
Colonial Office was afraid that China would be a hub for a reinvigorated illicit trade, which would be 
politically destabilizing to British colonies. The Office was also concerned about financial ramifications and 
the potential substitution of heroin for opium. 

Two conferences in 1924 led to a 1925 Convention which established international regulatory mechanisms 
and the Permanent Central Opium Board (PCOB). The U.S. walked out of proceedings and took no part for 
the remainder of the decade. A further convention in 1931 regulated drug manufacturing and marked a clear 
distinction between licit and illicit traffic. It also set up another international body, the Drug Supervisory 
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Body (DSB). A rapid growth in illicit trafficking after this convention highlighted flaws in the control 
machinery. The 1936 Illicit Trafficking Convention was the last major pre-war agreement. But the U.S. in 
the persons of Harry Anslinger from the Federal Bureau of Narcotics and Stuart Fuller from the US State 
department, mocked this convention and refused to sign it. 

In 1930 a new figure had emerged onto the international drug scene. Harry Anslinger was appointed as head 
of the U.S. Federal Bureau of Narcotics. He dominated both internal U.S. policy making and had a 
significant influence on the international scene for the next three decades. Anslinger has had a bad press in 
drug reform circles as a hard liner, but John Collins acknowledges in this article Anslinger’s skill as a 
bureaucrat with a keen political instinct, able to cultivate the media and domestic constituencies to forward 
his agendas.1 

Collins’s paper focusses on the period after Anslinger’s appointment and in particular on his influence on 
what happened to international drug control during World War Two. He rightly argues that this was a crucial 
period. Britain and the Netherlands agreed to a policy of prohibition and to the end of the opium monopolies 
in their colonies, which had been under Japanese occupation during the war. Such an outcome was not 
inevitable, and Collins credits the change to Anslinger’s shrewd manoeuvring and determination to achieve 
prohibition. This was the beginning of wider moves towards a global production limitation agreement, which 
was ultimately achieved in the Single Convention of 1961 that still operates in the present day. The war-time 
changes were therefore highly significant in explaining the subsequent development of international control 
policies and their focus in the period of decolonisation and beyond. 

How did this come about? The League’s drug-control apparatus was forced, with the fall of the Netherlands 
and France in 1940, to evacuate from Geneva to the United States in order to ensure survival of the system. 
Washington became the centre for international drug control efforts for the rest of the war. Geography 
ensured greater influence for the United States, with Britain as a weakened counterweight. Anslinger gained 
greater influence and had a wartime ‘inner circle’ and group of control advocates and lobbyists that included 
Helen Howell Moorhead, who chaired the Foreign Policy Association (FPA) Opium Research Committee, 
and a number of international allies, including Colonel Clem Sharman of Canada and Dr Victor Hoo, 
China’s Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs. George Morlock of the Division of Far Eastern Affairs was 
Anslinger’s chief ally in the U.S. State Department, and there was also support from bureaucrats within the 
DSB and PCOB apparatus. 

At the outbreak of war, opium smoking under certain conditions was legal in the East Indies, Malaya, the 
unfederated Malay States, Brunei, Sarawak, Burma, India, Ceylon, North Borneo, Hong Kong, Indochina, 
and Thailand. The U.S. and China wanted immediate prohibition of opium smoking as a mechanism to 
reduce supply and to enable a production-limitation agreement to be reached. The British and Dutch 
maintained that a production-limitation agreement was first needed to reduce the leakages into the illicit 

                                                       
1 Jonathon Erlen and Joseph F.Spillane eds. Federal Drug Control: the Evolution of Policy and Practice (New 

York and London: Pharmaceutical Products Press,2004); John C. McWilliams The Protectors: Harry Anslinger and the 
Federal Bureau of Narcotics 1930-1962 (Newark: University of Delaware Press; London: Associated University 
Presses,1990) provide an insight into Anslinger’s operations. 
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market from China and Persia, following which the abolition of opium smoking and eating might be possible 
over a reasonable transition period. 

Here were two clearly opposed positions. During 1942 and 1943, planning took place to take them forward. 
The League’s ‘old guard’ opposed radical action on the monopolies while Anslinger and his inner circle 
pushed ahead with unofficial conferences and meetings focussed on achieving prohibition, but based on bluff. 
The U.S. State, Treasury, War, and Navy Departments had not yet formulated a specific policy. But 
Anslinger’s initiative was successful. British policy shifted in part because of a change in the costs and benefits 
around opium policies in the colonies. The Dutch unilaterally decided to acquiesce to U.S. demands in 
August 1943 and London no longer felt able to say no to the U.S. on this issue. Sacrificing the monopolies in 
British territories that had been occupied by Japan would help prevent American pressure on the more 
problematic case of India, where eating was the norm and which was not in enemy occupation. The 
determinants of international policy in this area in the inter-war years had largely been reversed by 1943. 
Collins argues that Anslinger’s pressure at this point was crucial in preventing Britain from most likely 
recreating the monopoly system in the short term upon retaking its possessions. The announcement was made 
on 10 November 1943 in response to a House of Commons question, with a statement the same day from 
the Dutch. In 1945 the French announced a policy of prohibition in their colonies. The nature and focus of 
post-war policy was set. 

Collins analyses a significant shift in international drug control policy which has had ramifications down to 
the present day. He uses the Foreign Office archives and also those of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics to good 
effect. He rightly notes that international drug control history has figured little in broader histories of the 
Anglo-American alliance during the war. Drug control is also not usually considered as part of the growth of 
international health governance during the twentieth century: its history falls uneasily between criminal 
justice and health concerns. Collins acknowledges that other historians of international drug control have 
covered this period, although in less depth and with a different interpretation. I would like to have seen a 
clearer exposition of how his analysis of this episode differs from those offered by William McAllister and by 
William O. Walker III in their histories.2 That is promised but not clearly offered in the concluding 
paragraphs. There is also the longer term policy significance to consider. Was this a ‘wrong turning’ in policy, 
leading, as was prophesised at the time, to a growth in the illicit trade and the substitution of morphine and 
cocaine for opium? The expanded role for the U.S. rather than the UK in international control meant that 
opium was central to a moral U.S. foreign policy in the post war years.   International drug control remains a 
controversial area of international policy, and the current control apparatus is recognisably the inheritor of 
these long distant events. An analysis of the relationship between past and present and the significance of the 
factors driving policy longer term would have deepened the concluding sections of the paper. But this is a big 
topic and one can hope that Collins will take the analysis into the period of the Single Convention and 
further post-war developments. 

 

                                                       
2 William B. McAllister, Drug Diplomacy in the Twentieth Century: An International History (New York: 

Routledge, 2000); William O. Walker III, Opium and Foreign Policy: The Anglo-American Search for Order in Asia,1912-
1954 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,1991). 
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