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Introduction  

 

It has never been easy to have an evidence based conversation about drugs cultivation, 

processing, trafficking and/or consumption. The ‘war on drugs’ created a militarised narra-

tive around narcotics. And as this Special Issue demonstrates, when combined with  a 

narco frontier imaginary’ (Goodhand, this volume), in which borderland drugs producing 

regions of the Global South are constructed as hearts of darkness, the impossibility of a 

serious conversation has grown.  If  ‘prohibition’ followed by the ‘war on drugs’ dominated 

the discussion in the twentieth century, it is fumigation and ‘alternative development’ which 

began the 21st, providing new tactics of the war. This has continued to be waged on the 

supply of drugs. The relationship of drugs to funding armed groups connected them to se-

curity fears and from there to the field of peace building as well as development as part of 

a new arsenal for addressing these insecurities. However, the benign narratives connect-

ing drugs, development and peace (the ‘trilemma’ as the introductory essay calls it) con-

trasts greatly with the effectiveness and social impacts of these policy frameworks in prac-

tice.  Approaches to drugs which promote inclusive well being and reduce violence remain 

elusive.This Special Issue is attempting, therefore, to reset the conversation again and dig 

more deeply into the logics behind the ‘trilemma’ and the assumed convergence of drugs, 



 

 

development and peace building behind it. It takes a very particular starting point: that of 

impoverished, coca and opium growing/processing and transporting frontier regions, which 

have experienced armed conflict and/or its aftermath.  It encourages us not to parachute 

into these ‘problem zones’ with our worries about the ongoing supply of illegal drugs, imag-

ining a straightforward universal remedy of crop substitution and ‘alternative development’ 

leading to peace and prosperity.  Rather, these frontier zones should be viewed as dy-

namic social spaces with specific topographies, histories and cultures, enmeshed in com-

plex geopolitical environments. If drugs policy is to adequately engage with the mutating 

dynamics around drugs in these specific contexts, it needs to start from their temporal and 

spatial specificities and to understand the logics of the choices facing populations who live 

there. 

 

There is no straightforward road from drugs to peace. And navigation is infinitely compli-

cated and limited by the framework above. This Viewpoint reflects on how the Special Is-

sue contributes to new approaches to navigating this road by re-evaluating our knowledge 

and understanding of the  borderlands where the road often starts and where drugs culti-

vation, processing and transport are concentrated, giving varied roles and opportunities to 

local and external actors. It highlights three ways to reboot the conversation around the 

drugs problem and enable a new mapping of the road ahead: drugs as an inequality issue; 

drugs, perverse state formation and violence; and drugs and social agency. These are not 

the only issues that matter, of course. The drugs business is a complex accumulation en-

terprise, where each ‘end’ of the road, producers (cultivators and processors) and consum-

ers, are vital to each other, alongside the use by varied illegal and legal actors of the capi-

tal accumulated (from money laundering to political bribes) and the effects this has along 

the road and the byways which constitute the transport corridors and local sales. However, 

the benefit of this Special Issue is that it enables us to focus more specifically on key areas 



 

 

where drugs are a major component of local economies and ecologies. Rather than 

pathologise such contexts, it encourages us to see the entire road as an interconnected 

highway embedded in wider and global systems of inequality and where policy remains 

trapped in a securitising and developmentalist mindset. 

 

Drugs within Systems of Inequality 

 

This Special Issue has consciously focused on the lowest end of the value chain of the 

drugs business: peripheral frontier areas. However, it highlights the inequalities within that 

value chain, and at every stage of its realisation, as well as the potential distributive im-

pacts (or not) of global drugs policy.  If drugs cultivation is rooted in a wider system of ine-

qualities, how can drugs policy seriously address the problem of drugs without addressing 

that system? 

 

The drugs business has flourished within systems of inequalities, which only begin with 

drugs cultivation, and then pass through the processing, transport and trafficking, money 

laundering  and consumption. North-South inequalities are integral to this system, and 

hence the developmentalist turn of the drugs debate. This is highly contingent upon priori-

ties set by the Global North, including those ecological and health ones, that have resulted 

in readiness to use the chemical glyphosate with its proven harms, to eradicate the coca 

plant (Rhodes, et al, this volume). However, this division is also apparent in the consump-

tion and health disorder patterns around drugs at the other end of the road. Although this 

Special Issue is about populations in drugs producing areas, (where local consumption 

and transporting also take place), it is worth simply noting the latest (2020) UNODC report. 

This shows that around 269 million people used drugs in 2018, an increase of 30 per cent 



 

 

from 2009. Of these, 35.6 million suffer from drug use disorders globally:’ While more peo-

ple use drugs in developed countries than in developing countries, and wealthier seg-

ments of society have a higher prevalence of drug use, people who are socially and eco-

nomically disadvantaged are more likely to develop drug use disorders’(UNODC:2020a:1). 

Thus the report argues: 

 

‘Within individual countries, the degree of income inequality is related to the prevalence of 

drug use such that the countries with the highest levels of socioeconomic inequality tend 

to have the highest prevalence of drug use disorders. Insufficient investment in public poli-

cies and high levels of stress among individuals accompany such income disparities. In 

addition, dramatic changes in macroeconomic conditions, such as those arising from a po-

litical or economic crisis, result in increases in poverty and unemployment which in turn in-

fluence individuals’ socioeconomic prospects and stress levels, and may also lead to in-

creases in rates of drug use’ (UNODC, 2020b:12) 

 

There is no space to discuss the details of the inequalities that pave the routes from cultivation to 

consumption. However, drugs trafficking is also inserted into vastly differentiated opportunities 

open to young men, in particular, in the highly gendered stratifications of producing countries and 

in the distribution networks in both the global South and the global North. The foot soldiers of these 

processes will be mostly drawn into their occupation through the lack of other options for an in-

come, identity, belonging and status.  In Latin America, there is a 1 in 50 chance of dying before 

you reach the age of 31 if you are a poor young man living in a low income setting (Moetue et al. 

2013). 

 

Inequalities therefore, play out in varied domains: in social relationships (class, gender, 

ethnicity, belief systems, generation) but also rural/urban, centre/periphery divides, and in 



 

 

the political economy of power highlighted by the introductory essay to this volume. In ad-

dition, they are outcomes of the economic thinking and policy practices which have privi-

leged certain forms of accumulation over others, and protected them politically, despite ev-

idence that they generate further inequalities. Thus Meehan (this issue) points out in the 

case of Myanmar, that those who cultivate drugs are not just ‘left behind’ by development 

but are actually victims of the assumptions about what ‘development’ is. Market-led rural 

development has actually pushed the rural poor into opium cultivation. The interventions of 

Pakistan on its western border with Nangarhar in Afghanistan in 2015 and Iran on its east-

ern border with Nimroz in Afghanistan (Koehler, this volume), both impacted hugely on the 

cross border economies and the livelihoods of those dependent on cross border flows of 

licit and illicit commodities. The volatile political economy of these regions is easily unset-

tled by policies to make the presence of the State felt but which take no account of the in-

formal borderland economies on which many survive. Nevertheless, making the State’s 

presence felt is understood to be part of the developmentalist agenda. The existing pat-

terns of advantage and disadvantage are largely ignored in these developmental interven-

tions. 

 

In Colombia, the case I know best, inequality is at the heart of centre-periphery relations 

within which coca growing areas are located, as well as the rural-urban inequalities which 

have marked Colombia over the last decades. The country’s urban population doubled be-

tween the census years of 1964 and 1985 (Pearce, 1990:69) reaching 81 percent of the 

population according to the World Bank in 2019. The shift in the 1950s and 1960s was 

originally due to forced displacement through the vicious mid-century inter party conflict 

known as ‘The Violence’.  While many headed for cities, others colonised the agricultural 

frontier in search of land and safety. This was followed in many rural areas by displace-

ment due to agricultural modernisation and development itself. Struggles over a landowner 



 

 

or peasant path (LeGrand, 1986) to development have overshadowed Colombia, with the 

former resisting the latter- often with violence but also through political leverage. In the 

meantime, peasant colonisers struggled to build livelihoods in inhospitable and unregu-

lated environments, in which historian of the colono, Alfredo Molano, concluded ‘coca pre-

vented the decomposition of the peasant economy’ (Molano, 1989). Today Colombia has 

one of the most unequal distributions of land in the world, as well as what authors of a 

2015 mission into the transformation of the countryside call a ‘heterogenous rural geo-

graphy’. Regional inequalities mean that some rural areas are strongly articulated with 

large and intermediary cities, while others, extremely poor areas, are in the most distanced 

regions of the country (Misión Para la Transformación del Campo, 2015:11). In this con-

text, Sanin (this volume) explains how coca growing is not only a vital livelihood, but for 

some, offers a minimum pathway to a ‘step on the ladder’ for the children of coca farmers,  

through funding education, for instance. Coca in that sense is development within the pre-

vailing system of inequalities. The problem is that while coca and opium may in some cir-

cumstances offer a developmental path from the perspective of the disadvantaged, it does 

so without the regulation of a third party, ie the rule of law. 

 

 

Drugs, Perverse State Formation and Violences 

 

Drugs policy often invokes a Weberian imaginary of a state that legitimately monopolises 

violence over a given territory, juxtaposed to the absence, failure and fragility of those 

states that have ‘enabled’ illicit cultivation. As the authors of the introductory essay point 

out, borderlands are sites which expose the ongoing struggles over territory and sover-

eignty in many parts of the world. The authors (this volume) speak of ‘borderland blindness 



 

 

‘ and ‘state-centric biases’. Rather than set reality against a ‘normal’ Weberian state, how-

ever, it is arguably more appropriate to inductively learn about the meaning of statehood 

and its functions in these areas and other regions. Not only can the Weberian imaginary of 

the State be challenged on its own terms (Pearce, 2020), but the state formation pro-

cesses in much of the global South are on a trajectory of their own, not a deviated one 

from an imagined Weberian ‘norm’. This ‘perverse’ state formation (Pearce, 2010) is not 

an ‘anormal’ to the ‘normality’ of the Weberian path, it is a process of state formation in its 

own right and on its own terms. Unlike the Weberian ideal, which remains so potent as an 

imaginary, it disperses the use of violence and fails to build legitimacy through safe and 

uncorrupted democratic participation and an equitable and accessible rule of law.  

 

Francisco Thoumi puts this point well in relationship to Latin America: ‘The challenge that organ-

ised crime presents for the state is how to impose the rule of law. One option is to co-opt and con-

trol criminal organisations, allowing them to operate within some “reasonable” limits. This might 

have worked in the past, but it is unlikely to work now. The other option is to impose the rule of law, 

not just by a strong arm of the state but by having it internalised by the citizenry, by making them 

full modern citizens with a sense of belonging to the state so that the socially accepted norms coin-

cide with the formal legal requirements. This is, of course, a huge challenge. The question is 

whether countries like Colombia and Mexico are ready to respond to it’ (Thoumi, 2019) 

 

In Colombia, the borderlands express varied battles between the interests of the State, 

paramilitary, organised crime and insurgent groups, with deep historical roots and in which 

the economic implosion of Venezuela has generated major new instabilities along its bor-

ders with Colombia. Dynamic interactions between states and their peripheries, and be-

tween varied armed actors highlight the impacts of violence reproducing, state formation in 

Latin America. 

 



 

 

The corollary of this is that the use of violence remains dispersed, and becomes more or-

ganised and collective when conditions allow it and incentives promote it. This is not as 

anarchic as it appears.  In the case of Urabá in Colombia, another borderland region, 

Ballvé (2020) has made a powerful case for paramilitary actors and drug traffickers seeing 

themselves as ‘state builders’, who ensured roads were built while they also dispossessed 

peasants and then manipulated land titles to enable private business to build an African 

Palm Oil economy in the 2000s.  Others have discussed the orders constructed by the 

FARC guerrillas in coca growing borderlands, and also attributed road building to them as 

well as forms of de facto justice. Certainly, armed actors might ‘order’ the violences on 

these peripheries. This form of ‘micro-monopolisation’ however, might generate ac-

ceptance for want of alternatives, but this is not equivalent to freely granted consent that 

builds legitimate authority.  Rather, this reflects the wider disregard of multiple violences 

impacting on communities in the country as a whole. Of these, war violences are only one. 

Non war violences far exceed violences related to armed conflict and peace accords do 

not appear to necessarily diminish these (Pearce and Perea, 2019). The big challenge is 

to begin the debate on what a violence reducing state might look like. Sanin (this volume) 

found that coca growers would give up coca growing in certain circumstances, and one of 

these includes the provision of a secure environment alongside opportunities for a digni-

fied livelihood. How then to begin the debate on the ground in these frontier zones? 

 

 

Drugs Cultivation and Borderlanders’ Social Agency 

 

A particularly strong thread in this Special Issue is the way it dialogues with community ac-

tors through the research. In that sense it recognises that there is agency on the ground, 

agency that could be enlisted in the search for policies towards drugs that take account of 



 

 

lived realities and how they are navigated.  There are varied kinds of agency.  Several arti-

cles focus on the collective action of the Pat Jasan Drug Eradication social movement in 

Northern Myanmar, to draw attention to the experiential knowledge which drives their so-

cial action compared with the ‘expert’ and external knowledge which influences policy but 

lacks that meaningful everyday knowledge. The importance of listening to borderland 

voices and acknowledging the difficult choices they are faced with, is emphasised by other 

studies. Idler in her study of violence, crime and governance at the edges of Colombia’s 

war, noted how ‘borderlanders affirm their independence from the state through their 

agency’, transgressing the border between states, the legal and the illegal and a national 

citizenry and a cross-border community, thus ‘calling into question the concept of citizens 

security and, as such, an unequal practice of democratic governance’ (Idler: 2019:295). By 

treating citizens on the ground as not only already acting within the multiple social, eco-

nomic and political constraints they face, but also capable of engaging in more productive, 

violence reducing and law constituting processes, drug reform policy could begin to dig 

deeper roots, capable of sustaining the goals of eradication and violence reduction. And, 

an ecological lens (Rhodes, et al, this volume), takes on board the agency of non human 

actors, and how the drug war in Colombia generated an ecological war between the chem-

ical glyphosate and the coca plant, with devastating impacts on the local environment and 

the health of its population. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Digging deeper roots with communities in drug cultivating borderlands will not be a ‘quick 

fix’. However, it is evident that there is no rapid solution to the drugs problem. Drug cultiva-



 

 

tion and processing mutates as do the ways actors in all parts of the production and traf-

ficking chains adapt to new pressures and opportunities. This is exemplified by evidence of 

shifts in the efficiency of cocaine manufacture in Colombia, for example. The concentration 

of coca leaf production in high-yield areas and on larger plots and improvements in agricul-

tural practices and the age structure of the coca bush plants, have led to higher yields of 

coca leaf, from an average of 4.7 tons of fresh coca leaf per hectare in 2014 to 5.7 tons 

per hectare in 2018 (UNODC, 2020c: 22). The same report noted changes in cocaine 

manufacturing. As coca grower protection by the FARC ended with the peace process and 

the FARC vacated traditional territories, farmers became more involved in the processes 

requisite to the manufacture of cocaine (ibid.). Insight Crime (2020) reported that orga-

nized crime groups have increasingly been able to obtain more cocaine from fewer crops. 

 

This constant adaptation poses new dilemmas for policy makers. This Special Issue points 

the way to a new kind of discussion, one which begins from the complex realities of the 

borderland drug economies, embedded in systems of social, national and global inequal-

ity, where state formation processes reproduce violence, and where borderlanders are 

forced to act in conditions they do not choose. These can contribute to new violent and il-

legal orders or potentially to new approaches to regulating an ever adaptive production 

and trafficking process and consumer market. Engaging and enabling social agency in 

borderland areas to build violence reducing and legally regulated income generating liveli-

hoods, requires a shift in mindset. This inductively brings the borderlanders in search of 

sustainable livelihoods  into drugs policy debates,  as a new starting point for rebuilding a 

road that might lead from drugs to peace and without a framework of war behind it. 
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