
Syllabus: The Causes and Consequences of Drug 
Wars and Violence Wars in Latin America 

 

 

Course Description  

The course examines the varying ways in which drug production and trafficking interact with 
the state and society in contemporary Latin America to produce multiple confrontations 
between states, violent non-state actors and society. The students will gain knowledge about the 
political, economic and social implications of drug wars and violence. Students will develop an 
understanding of the major concepts and theories on drug production, trafficking and violence, 
as well as a greater understanding of how drug trafficking became such a formidable challenge. 
Finally, the seminar aims to encourage students to think about public policy at 
local/national/regional level that might best minimize the violent effects of drug trafficking. 

Drug trafficking and drug related violence are one of the greatest challenges Latin America has 
faced in the last decades. Every country in the region and almost every aspect of domestic and 
foreign policy is somehow affected by the illicit trade and the efforts to counter it. Building on 
the recent literature on the production of drug violence in Latin America the course addresses 
some key question on the relation between political order and crime in Latin America: Why do 
some drug trafficking networks generate different levels of violence? How do these groups 
shape political life at the local level? Why is the decrease in violence not always a sign of state 
success but sometimes rather the opposite? Does illegality breed drug related violence in Latin 
America? Why do particular forms of drug related violence emerge in some contexts but not in 
others? What is the relationship between democratization and drug violence? 



Course Structure  

The seminar course examines the ways in which drug violence and the war on drugs impact 
states and societies in contemporary Latin America. The seminar course includes sessions based 
on specific features of individual countries or cities, sessions focused on common problems and 
sessions studying conceptual issues. The course is divided into two or three sessions during a 
10-week term.  

Week 1: Drug Trafficking and Violence in Latin America 
(Introducing the problem and puzzles of causes and consequences of drug wars and violence) 
 
Week 2: Conceptualizing the Relationship between Drugs, Drug Trafficking, Illegality and 
Violence  
(Discussing concepts and theories to think about drugs, illegality, war and violence) 
 
Week 3: The Economics of Illicit Drug Production and Trafficking  
(Analyzing issues of supply and demand, profits in drug production and trafficking, commodity 
chains and trafficking routes, and limitation of measurements of the drug economy) 
 
Week 4: The State vs. Drug Trafficking Organizations  
(Assessing the role of state and non-state actors in the production of violence, with particular 
emphasis on the relationship on the effects of recent democratization in Mexico). 
 
Week 5 and 6: Case Studies of Drug Wars and Violence  
(Looking in depth at cartels, guerrillas, paramilitaries and drugs in Colombia, coca cocaleros 
and development in Bolivia, criminal governance, drugs and politics in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas 
and the multiple drug wars and wide-spread violence in Mexico) 
 
Week 7: The US and the War on Drugs in Latin America  
(Examining the role of the US in promoting and waging a war on drugs in Latin America, with 
specific reference to Plan Colombia) 
 
Week 8: Human Rights: A Casualty of Drug Wars and Violence  
(Zooming in on one of the most devastating consequences of drug wars and violence, human 
rights violations committed by state and non-state actors. The negative effects on civilians are 
studied through the recent Ayotzinapa tragedy) 
 
Week 9: More than Bodies: Gender in Drug Wars and Politics  
(Emphasizing the too-often overlooked gendered dimension of drug violence and the negative 
effects of drug policies, stereotypes about female involvement in drug production and 
trafficking are critiqued) 
 
Week 10: Whither the War on Drugs in Latin America?  
(Looking at the case study of marijuana legalization in Uruguay and multilateral debates led by 
Latin American countries that culminated in UNGASS 2016, the discontent with status quo 
drug policies is discussed and prospects of alternative drug policies assessed). 



Course Learning Objectives 

Students will learn about the causes and consequences of drug violence in Latin America: 

• Be familiar with and able to critically engage with current academic debates and able to 
identify and distinguish between types of violence, actors involved in the production of 
violence and position in the commodity chain 

• Be competent to apply concepts and theoretical insights to the study of drug trafficking, 
production and counternarcotic measures. 

• Be able to compare and contrast the country experiences with drug wars and violence in 
Mexico, Colombia, Bolivia and Brazil. 

• Gain an appreciation of the negative effects and limited of positive effects of the so-
called war on drugs. Understand the role of the US in promoting coercive, supply-side 
drug policies in Latin America. 

• Analyze the promises and pitfalls of proposed and realized alternatives to status quo 
drug policies in Latin America. 

• Independently write a critical and analytical research paper on a topic of their choice 
related to the causes and consequences of drug wars and violence in Latin America. 

Course Requirements 

Class participation: Students are expected to attend all seminar sessions, having completed the 
reading beforehand so they are prepared for the seminar discussions. While I will sometimes 
lecture for parts of the seminar, this will be the exception rather than the rule. Normally, 
students will discuss with each other, share their thoughts, ideas, and questions. Active 
participation is not only encouraged but required! 

Formative Assignments: Students are expected to prepare a book review and two substantive 
essays as formative assignments. Both written and in-person feedback will be provided, as these 
Formative assignments serve as training and preparation for the independent research paper. 

• For the substantive essays of approximately 1000 words, students can pick from 
questions on the course material from any of the weeks, which will be provided and 
agreed upon. These essays should contain synthetic summaries of the key arguments 
and extract the links or tensions between the readings. The essays give students the 
opportunity for critical reflections and honing their analytical skills.  

• For the book review, students are required to choose one of the books on the reading 
list. Through the book review, students will be introduced to the practice of peer review 
and apply some of the concepts and ideas introduced throughout the seminar course. 

Research Paper: Students are supposed to submit one 2500-word research paper on any aspect 
of their choice related to the subjects, concepts and ideas covered in the seminar class. While 
students are supposed to independently work on a research problem or puzzle of their choice, 
topics and questions will be collaboratively developed over the course of the seminar or can be 
chosen from a list of provided questions. 



Course Assessment 

Class Participation = 25% 

Formative Assignments = 25% 

Research Paper = 50% 

With regard to the course’s formative assingments, students have the option to submit their 
book review or substantive essay as a recorded presentation. When submitting their 
assignments, students can specify whether they would prefer feedback to come as a recorded 
presentation rather than written. 

Each individual formative assignment counts very little toward the final grade so students are 
encouraged to experiment with ideas and test our arguments, in preparation to their research 
paper. 

Assessment and marking criteria will be made available at the beginning of the course. I am 
happy to provide feedback on class participation or written performances during office hours. 

Academic Integrity 

While discussions among peers are strongly encouraged, your submissions must be your own 
individual work. The usual policies on plagiarism, cheating and proper referencing apply. 
 
Readings (and More General Interest Books) 

The readings for the individual sessions below are challenging yet rewarding. You do not have 
to buy any of the books, as individual chapters will be made available online or accessible 
through the library. Non-academic, “lighter” reads (though the subject matter is anything but) 
are listed here. These journalistic accounts provide better introductions than movies such as 
Sicario or the series Narcos. (For better - if harrowing - representations of drug violence in 
Latin America, watch for example Narco Cultura) 

• Boullosa, C & Wallace, M. 2016. Narco History: How the United States and Mexico 

Jointly Created the "Mexican Drug War". Counterpoint Press, 2016. 

• Grillo, I. 2016. Gangster Warlords. Bloomsbury. 

• Paley, D. 2014. Drug War Capitalism. AK Press. 

• Wainwright, T. 2016. Narconomics: How to Run a Drug Cartel. Public Affairs. 

A Final Note of Caution 

By the nature of the subjects of drugs, wars and violence covered in the seminars, some of the 
texts are graphic and make explicit references to murder, torture or forced disappearances, 
which can be disturbing or upsetting. Where possible trigger warnings will be provided ahead of 
time and alternative arrangements will be made for students when necessary.  



Schedule of Classes and Assignments 
 
Week 1: Drug Trafficking and Violence in Latin America 

The first week introduces students to the topics of the course and provides an overview what is 
to come. The nature and extent of drug production and trafficking and the violence it and efforts 
to combat the illicit drug economy in Latin America are addressed. 

• Drug Trafficking and Drug Violence in Latin America 

This session paints in broad strokes a picture of extent and nature of drug violence in Latin 
America. It both sets up the theoretical and empirical puzzles the following weeks will address 
and introduces students with the subject. 

Angélica Durán-Martínez. (2018). The Politics of Drug Violence: Criminals, Cops, and 
Politicians in Colombia and Mexico. Oxford University Press. Introduction. 

Bruce Bagley and Jonathan Rosen, eds. (2015), Drug Trafficking, Organized Crime and 
Violence in the Americas Today. University Press of Florida. Ch. 1 and 10. 

Marcelo Bergman. (2018). Illegal Drugs, Drug Trafficking and Violence in Latin America. 
Springer. Introduction. 

• The War on Drugs in Latin America 

This session deals with the supply-side counternarcotic operations sponsored by the US and 
intended to combat and eliminate drug production and trafficking. The session unpacks the 
underlying logic of the so-called “war on drugs.”  

Coletta Youngers & Eileen Rosin (Ed.). 2005. Drugs and Democracy in Latin America. Lynne 
Rienner. Chapter 1, 2 and Conclusion. 
 
William Marcy (2010). The Politics of Cocaine. Lawrence Hill Books. Ch. 1 and Conclusion  
 
William Aviles. (2017). The Drug War in Latin America. Routledge. Introduction and Ch.2 

• Thinking Analytically about Drug Trafficking and Violence in Latin America 

This session discusses key concepts with which drug violence in Latin America can be 
analytically studied, for instance distinguishing between the visibility and frequency of 
violence, state, cartel and society dyads, or different locations along the commodity chain. 

Angélica Durán-Martínez, The Politics of Drug Violence. Ch. 2. 

Benjamin Lessing, Making Peace in Drug Wars: Crackdowns and Cartels in Latin America 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017). Ch.1 and 2.  



Week 2: Conceptualizing the Relationship between Drugs, Drug Trafficking, 
Illegality and Violence 
 
This week introduces students to the ways in which the relationship between drugs and violence 
has been conceptualized. Building on Goldstein’s classic tripartite framework, the course puts 
its emphasis on “systemic” violence and crime. Rather than violence committed on drugs or for 
drugs, we focus on wars fought through and against drugs between states and cartels and drug 
trafficking organizations between each other in Latin America. 
 

• Drugs and War 
 
Wars are not only fought against and for drugs, but through and on drugs. Furthermore, drugs 
are used after war. This session introduces students to how states, drugs, soldiering and fighting 
are interrelated, going beyond the usually more narrowly conceptualized relationship, to unpack 
the statement “drugs made wars and wars made drugs.” 
 
Peter Andreas. Killer High: A History of War in Six Drugs. 2020. Oxford University Press. 
Introduction, Ch.6 and Conclusion. 
 

• Drugs, Drug Trafficking and Violence 
 
This session discusses with students the different ways in which the relationship between drugs, 
violence and crime has been understood and critiques of this conceptualization that essentializes 
the violence of currently illicit substances. 

Goldstein, Paul J. 1985. “The Drugs/Violence Nexus: a Tripartite Conceptual Framework.” 
Journal of Drug Issues 15(4): 493–506. 

Henry Brownstein, ‘Drugs and Violent Crime’, in The Handbook of Drugs and Society, ed. 
Henry Brownstein (Oxford: John Wiley & Sons, 2016), 406–22. 

• Illicit Markets and Violence 
 
In this session students learn about how illicit markets and violence are related, but not all illicit 
markets breed violence. Problematizing the relationship between illegality and violence 
highlights the importance of the state’s enforcement and presence, or lack thereof. 
 
Andreas, Peter, and Joel Wallman. 2009. “Illicit Markets and Violence: What Is the 
Relationship?” Crime, Law & Social Change 52(3): 225–29. 
 
Bergman, Marcelo. 2018. More Money, More Crime. Oxford University Press.  
 
Yashar, Deborah. 2018. Homicidal Ecologies. Cambridge University Press. Chapter 1, 3 and 4. 
  



Week 3: The Economics of Illicit Drug Production and Trafficking 
 
This week provides a brief overview of the political economy of drug trafficking and 
production. In the first two sessions, students learn about the both supply and demand for drugs, 
the limited proceeds that stay with the farmers cultivating plant-based drugs and importance of 
brokerage and transshipment. In the third session, students are introduced to the difficulties of 
measuring the drug shipments, production, markets and the illegal profits made by narcos. 
 

• Drug Supply and Demand 

Mares David R. (2006), Drug Wars and Coffeehouses: The Political Economy of the 
International Drug Trade. CQ Press, 2006. Chaps 1,2,3 and 7. 

Peter Reuter, ‘Drug Markets and Organized Crime’, in The Oxford Handbook of Organized 
Crime, ed. Letizia Paoli (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 360–78. 

Francisco Thoumi. (2003). Illegal Drugs, Economy and Society in the Andes. The Johns 
Hopkins University Press.  

• Drug Production and Trafficking 

Mares David R. (2006), Drug Wars and Coffeehouses: The Political Economy of the 
International Drug Trade. CQ Press, 2006. Chaps. 5 and 6. 

Francisco Thoumi. (2003). Illegal Drugs, Economy and Society in the Andes. The Johns 
Hopkins University Press.  

Keefer, Philip; Loayza, Norman. (2010). Innocent Bystanders : Developing Countries and the 
War on Drugs. Washington, DC: World Bank and Palgrave Macmillan. Chapters 1 and 3. 
 

• Lies, Damned Lies and Drug War Statistics 
 
In this session students are confronted with the inherent difficulty of measuring and quantifying 
drug production, trafficking and the profits thereof. As an illicit activity, much is unknown 
about the drug economy, despite the production of “authoritative” numbers by official sources. 
How credible are estimates of the size of the drug market, hectares under cultivation or the vast 
narco fortunes? For instance, students will learn why headlines about record-breaking seizures 
of drug shipment be misleading as indicator of policy success. 
 
Peter Andreas, ‘The Politics of Measuring Illicit Flows and Policy Effectiveness’, in Sex, 
Drugs, and Body Counts, ed. Peter Andreas and Kelly M. Greenhill. Cornell University Press, 
2010, 23–45. 
 
Peter Reuter. ‘The (continued) vitality of mythical numbers.’ National Affairs. Spring 1984. 

 
Week 4 deadline for first essay 



Week 4: The State vs. Drug Trafficking Organizations 

Drug war and violence are intimately related to the behaviour of violent non-state and state 
actors. While civilians become victims of both drug traffickers and militarized counternarcotic 
operations (addressed in Week 8), this week focuses on the confrontations and contributions of 
drug traffickers and states. Special reference is made to the emerging literature on the 
relationship between democratization and drug violence. 

• Organized Crime and Drug Trafficking Organization 
 
This session introduces one key actor in the drug economy and the production of violence: drug 
trafficking organizations (DTOs). Unpacking the notion of cartel, this session discusses issues 
of organized crime, drug trafficking networks and their spread throughout Latin America. 

Michael Kenney. (2007). ‘The Architecture of Drug Trafficking: Network Forms of 
Organisation in the Colombian Cocaine Trade’, Global Crime 8, no. 3. 233–59.  

Letizia Paoli and Tom Vander Beken. (2014) ‘Organized Crime: A Contested Concept’, in The 
Oxford Handbook of Organized Crime, ed. Letizia Paoli. Oxford University Press), 13– 32.  

Marcelo Bergman, Illegal Drugs. Ch. 1 and 5.  

• The State vs. Drug Trafficking Organizations 
 
This session addresses another actor: the state. It discusses how states are implicated the 
production of drug violence both through acts of omission and commission. While too little 
state presence has been identified as leading cause for drug trafficking organizations’ 
flourishing, too much state intervention can unsettle drug markets, thereby causing more 
violence. In particular, the kingpin strategy, going after and beheading the leadership of DTOs 
has caused greater fragmentation and competition rather than reducing levels of violence. 
 
Yashar, Deborah. 2018. Homicidal Ecologies. Chapter 2 and Conclusion. 

Benjamin Lessing, Making Peace in Drug Wars. Ch. 2, 3 and Conclusion 

• Democratization and Drug Violence 
 
This sessions problematizes the relationship between the state in general and democratization in 
particular with drug violence. The session probes how and why greater democratization and 
pluralization of politics in Mexico has been linked to escalating drug violence. 
 
Trejo, Guillermo, and Sandra Ley. 2020. Votes, Drugs, and Violence. Cambridge University 
Press. Chapter 2 and 3. 

Angélica Durán-Martínez, The Politics of Drug Violence: Criminals, Cops, and Politicians in 
Colombia and Mexico (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). Introduction  



Week 5 and 6: Case Studies of Drug Wars and Violence 

These two weeks zero in on four individual case studies of drug wars and violence, the political 
economy of drugs, criminal governance and state-cartel and cartel-cartel confrontations in 
circumstances impacted by the production, trafficking or consumption of currently illicit drugs: 
Mexico, Colombia, Bolivia and Rio de Janeiro. Students will make use of and apply the more 
general debates and concepts introduced in earlier weeks to the different case studies. 

• Colombia: Cartels, Guerrillas, Paramilitaries and Drugs 

This session discusses the many actors involved in the (re)production of drugs, violence and 
drug violence in Colombia, by focusing on the evolution of Colombia’s drug economy and 
conflicts between the military and violent non-state actors over time. Plan Colombia is 
addressed in more detailed in a later session of US counternarcotic assistance in Latin America. 

Francisco Thoumi, Illegal Drugs, Economy and Society in the Andes. Colombia Chapter. 

Nazih Richani. Systems of Violence: The Political Economy of War and Peace in Colombia. 
SUNY Press. 2013. Chapter 5 and 10. 

Angélica Durán-Martínez, The Politics of Drug Violence. Colombia Chapters. 

• Bolivia: Coca, Cocaleros and Development 

This session introduces students to Bolivia’s experience with coca production and its alternative 
approach to limit domestic coca cultivation. The session details the nature, dynamics and 
changes in Bolivia’s approach to coca cultivation. 

Francisco Thoumi, Illegal Drugs, Economy and Society in the Andes. Bolivia Chapter. 

Thomas Grisaffi, Coca Yes, Cocaine No. Duke University Press, 2019. Introduction, Chapter 1, 
Conclusion. 

• Rio de Janeiro: Ethnographies of Politics, Drugs and Violence  

This session introduces students to the excellent ethnographic studies of drug violence and 
criminal governance, as well as state responses, in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas. Students will learn 
about the everyday production of violence, alternative forms of governance and the 
consequences of attempts to policing local criminal economies. 

Arias, Enrique Desmond. 2009. Drugs and Democracy in Rio De Janeiro: Trafficking, Social 
Networks, and Public Security. Univ of North Carolina Press., 1–75.  

Graham Denyer Willis, The Killing Consensus: Police, Organized Crime and the Regulation of 
Life and Death in Urban Brazil (California: University of California Press, 2015). 3–46.  



• Mexico: Multiple Drug Wars and Wide-spread Drug Violence in Mexico  

Mexico has been at the frontlines of the war on drugs and violence in the first decades of the 
21st century. This session introduces students to the staggering levels of violence that drug 
production, trafficking and militarized counternarcotic operations have unleashed in Mexico. It 
addresses both the causes and consequences of confrontations between cartels, between cartels 
and the state and either with the civilian population in contemporary Mexico. 

Shirk, David, and Joel Wallman. 2015. “Understanding Mexico’s Drug Violence.” Journal of 
Conflict Resolution 59(8): 1348–76. 

Laura Atuesta and Aldo Ponce, ‘Meet the Narco: Increased Competition among Criminal 
Organisations and the Explosion of Violence in Mexico’, Global Crime 18, no. 4 (2017): 
375–402.  

Angélica Durán-Martínez, The Politics of Drug Violence. Mexico Chapters. 

Trejo, Guillermo, and Sandra Ley. 2020. Votes, Drugs, and Violence. Chapters 2 and 3. 

Week 7 deadline for book review essay 
 

Week 7: The US and the War on Drugs in Latin America 
 
This week considers the ways in which the US has played a prominent role in waging war on 
drugs in Latin America. Students learn about both the carrots (military and economic assistance) 
and sticks (threat of decertification ) with which the US has promoted supply-side 
counternarcotic operations. Specific reference is made to the case study of Plan Colombia. 
 
• US Drug War Insistence and Counternarcotic Assistance 
 
This session details how the US have promoted a specific version of supply-side 
counternarcotic operations throughout Latin America through diplomatic pressure, military and 
economic assistance.  

Mónica Serrano, ‘Unilateralism, Multilateralism, and US Drug Diplomacy. The Politics of the 
Certification Process in Latin America’, in Unilateralism and U.S. Foreign Policy, ed. Yuen 
Foong Khong and David Malone (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2003), 117–36.  

Adam Isacson, ‘Mission Creep: The U.S. Military’s Counterdrug Role in the Americas’, in 
Drug Trafficking, Organized Crime and Violence in the Americas Today, ed. Bruce Bagley and 
Jonathan Rosen (Florida: University Press of Florida, 2015), 87–108.  

Horace Bartilow, ‘Drug Wars Collateral Damage: US Counternarcotic Aid and Human Rights 
in the Americas’, Latin America Research Review 49, no. 2 (2014): 24–46. 

 



• The US and Plan Colombia 
 
This session introduces students to one of the paradigmatic episodes of militarized “war on 
drugs” in Latin America: Plan Colombia. Students are exposed to the counter-insurgency and 
counternarcotic rationales and both the success and failures of increasing military capabilities. 
Rebounding region-wide overall coca cultivation – the “balloon effects” - are discussed 
 
Felbab-Brown, Vanda. (2009). Shooting Up. Brookings Institution Press. Chapter 4. 
 
Friesendorf, C. (2005). Squeezing the balloon?. Crime Law Soc Change 44, 35–78. 
 
Crandall, R. (2002). Driven by Drugs: U.S. Policy Toward Colombia. Boulder, CO: Lynne 
Rienner Publishers. Chapter 1-4. 
 
Week 8: Human Rights: A Casualty of Drug Wars and Violence 
 
This week confronts students with the effects on human rights of both drug violence perpetrated 
by drug trafficking organizations and the militarized efforts to combat them. Students will learn 
about human rights violations in the name of drug control and as consequences of the operation 
of and confrontations between drug traffickers in Latin America. 
 
• Innocent Bystanders in Latin America’s Drug Wars 
 
This session provides an overview of the pernicious and devastating violations of human rights 
that not only violent non-state actors but also state actors have perpetrated through forced 
eradication, militarized counternarcotics operations and punitive drug laws in Latin America. 
 
Coletta Youngers. & Rosin, E.,. Drugs and Democracy in Latin America. Conclusion. 
 
CELS. 2015. The Impact of Drug Policy on Human Rights. CELS. 
 
• Human Rights Abuses and Civilian Causalities in Mexico’s War on Drugs 
 
This session zooms in on the human rights situation in Mexico and highlights how civilians 
have been caught in the crossfire. Disappearances, torture and murder have become part of lived 
experience in parts of Mexico. The session uses the harrowing kidnapping and forcible 
disappearance of the 43 students in Iguala as example. 
 
Carlsen, L. (2017). Effects of militarization in the name of counter-narcotics efforts and 
consequences for Human Rights in Mexico. In Beyond the Drug War in Mexico. Eds. by Wil G. 
Pansters, Benjamin T. Smith, Peter Watt.  
 
Serrano, M. (2017). Mexico: A humanitarian crisis in the making. In Beyond the Drug War in 
Mexico. Eds. by Wil G. Pansters, Benjamin T. Smith, Peter Watt. 
 
Movie: Ayotzinapa, el paso de la tortuga (2018) 



Week 9: More than Bodies: Gender in Drug Wars and Politics 
 
This week invites students to reflect on the gendered assumption that are embedded in the 
workings of the drug economy, the making of drug policy and the study of drug wars and 
violence, by discussing the gendered dynamics of drug production and trafficking and the 
gendered effects of extant drug policies.  
 
• Gendered Involvement in Drug Production and Trafficking 
 
Popular and political discourses about drug trafficking and violence are premised on a gender 
binary based on sexist stereotypes, which portrays men as the brains of the operation and 
women as mere bodies (mules or narcoprincesas). The session is intended for students to 
question such a reductionist view and prompt them to think about the many ways in which 
women have been involved in the drug economy. 
 
Carey, Elaine. Women Drug Traffickers: Mules, Bosses, and Organized Crime. Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 2014. Introduction and Conclusion. 
 
Jennifer Fleetwood. Mafias, Markets, Mules: Gender Stereotypes in Discourses About Drug 
Trafficking. 2015. Sociology Compass. Vol 9, Issue 11. 962-976. 
 
Special Issue: Gender and Critical Drug Studies, Contemporary Drug Problems. (44), 4, 2017. 
 
• The Gendered Impact of Punitive Drug Policies 
 
This session shines a light on an increasingly recognized problem of extant, prohibitionist drug 
policies: their overwhelmingly gendered negative impacts. For instance, women are over 
proportionally incarcerated for drug offenses in Latin America. Women are further victimized 
by being frequently socially stigmatized for the involvement with drugs and being overlooked 
by policymakers. 
 
Corina Giacomello, “The Gendered Impacts of Drug Policy on Women: Case Studies from 
Mexico”, International Development Policy [Online], 12 | 2020, 
 
Coletta Youngers et al. Women Behind Bars for Drug Offenses in Latin America. WOLA. 2020. 

 
Week 10 deadline for second essay  

 
Week 10: Whither the War on Drugs in Latin America? 
 
This week aims to introduce students to recent developments and debates about alternative drug 
policies in Latin America. We will look at the sources of the discontent with the “war on drugs,” 
the state of current drug policy debates and challenges to the status quo of prohibition, taking 
place in and emanating from Latin America. In particular, students will analyse the determinants 
and characteristics of reforms that have occurred in Uruguay and the prospects of multilateral 
reforms in the context of UNGASS 2016. 



• “Someone has to be the first”: Marijuana Legalization in Uruguay 
 
In 2013, Uruguay became the first country in the world to legally regulate cannabis from seed to 
smoke. This session walks students through the process and outcomes of Uruguay’s pioneering 
cannabis regulation, to understand why the country broke with the region’s prohibitionist status 
quo. 
 
Von Hoffmann, Jonas. 2020. “‘Someone Has to Be the First’: Tracing Uruguay’s Marijuana 
Legalisation Through Counterfactuals.” Journal of Politics in Latin America 12(2): 177–99. 
 
Queirolo, Rosario. 2020. “Uruguay: the First Country to Legalize Cannabis.” In Legalizing 
Cannabis, eds. Tom Decorte, Simon Lenton, and Chris Wilkins. 92–99. 

Magdalena Cerdá and Beau Kilmer, ‘Uruguay’s Middle-Ground Approach to Cannabis 
Legalization’, International Journal of Drug Policy 42 (2017): 118–20.  

• Regional and International Debates about the Direction of Drug Policy 
 
In 2013, the OAS published a landmark report that, inter alia, asked: “to what extent current 
policies... trigger more harm than they prevent?” On behest of Colombia, Guatemala and Mexico, 
a special session of the UN General Assembly was dedicated in 2016 to “assessing the 
achievements and challenges in countering the world drug problem.” Students are analyzing the 
prospects of mulitilateral reforms and Latin American contributions to growing regional and 
international questioning of extant drug policies. 

On Latin America: 

Betty Horwitz, ‘A Change in the Approach to the Drug Problem in the Americas’, in New 
Approaches to Drug Policies A Time for Change (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 194– 
212.  

Tokatlian, Juan Gabriel, and Nicolas Comini. 2016. “"Guerra Contra Las Drogas”: ¿Se Puede 
Modificar El Paradigma Internacional? América Latina en Ungass 2016: Un Impulso 
Restringido, Una Cumbre Anodina.” CIDOB Notes (149): 1–5. 
 
On Pro-Reform Activists: 
 
Collins, John. (2017), "Losing UNGASS? Lessons from civil society, past and present", Drugs 
and Alcohol Today, Vol. 17 No. 2, pp. 88-97. 
 
Ben Mostyn, Helen Gibbon, “Transnational social movement theory and the waning war on 
drugs: Case studies from UNGASS 2016.” International Journal of Drug Policy,Volume 51, 
2018. 148-155. 
 

Week before beginning of following term deadline for research paper 


