
educational opportunities, and the presumed realities of the drug market, 
including the mistaken belief that most drug dealers are black or brown. 
Occasionally, in the course of my work, someone would make a remark 
suggesting that perhaps the War on Drugs is a racist conspiracy to put 
blacks back in their place. This type of remark was invariably accompanied 
by ner vous laughter, intended to convey the impression that although the 
idea had crossed their minds, it was not an idea a reasonable person would 
take seriously.

Most  people assume the War on Drugs was launched in response to the 
crisis caused by crack cocaine in inner-city neighborhoods. This view holds 
that the racial disparities in drug convictions and sentences, as well as the 
rapid explosion of the prison population, refl ect nothing more than the 
government’s zealous—but benign—efforts to address rampant drug crime 
in poor, minority neighborhoods. This view, while understandable, given the 
sensational media coverage of crack in the 1980s and 1990s, is simply wrong.

While it is true that the publicity surrounding crack cocaine led to a dra-
matic increase in funding for the drug war (as well as to sentencing policies 
that greatly exacerbated racial disparities in incarceration rates), there is no 
truth to the notion that the War on Drugs was launched in response to crack 
cocaine. President Ronald Rea gan offi cially announced the current drug war 
in 1982, before crack became an issue in the media or a crisis in poor black 
neighborhoods. A few years after the drug war was declared, crack began to 
spread rapidly in the poor black neighborhoods of Los Angeles and later 
emerged in cities across the country.2 The Rea gan administration hired staff 
to publicize the emergence of crack cocaine in 1985 as part of a strategic ef-
fort to build public and legislative support for the war.3 The media campaign 
was an extraordinary success. Almost overnight, the media was saturated 
with images of black “crack whores,” “crack dealers,” and “crack babies”—
images that seemed to confi rm the worst negative racial stereotypes about 
impoverished inner-city residents. The media bonanza surrounding the “new 
demon drug” helped to catapult the War on Drugs from an ambitious federal 
policy to an actual war.

The timing of the crack crisis helped to fuel conspiracy theories and gen-
eral speculation in poor black communities that the War on Drugs was part 
of a genocidal plan by the government to destroy black  people in the United 
States. From the outset, stories circulated on the street that crack and other 
drugs were being brought into black neighborhoods by the CIA. Eventually, 

introduction 5

START HERE

Michelle Alexander, "The New Jim Crow" (The New Press), p. 5-12.

papers
Underline



educational opportunities, and the presumed realities of the drug market, 
including the mistaken belief that most drug dealers are black or brown. 
Occasionally, in the course of my work, someone would make a remark 
suggesting that perhaps the War on Drugs is a racist conspiracy to put 
blacks back in their place. This type of remark was invariably accompanied 
by ner vous laughter, intended to convey the impression that although the 
idea had crossed their minds, it was not an idea a reasonable person would 
take seriously.

Most  people assume the War on Drugs was launched in response to the 
crisis caused by crack cocaine in inner-city neighborhoods. This view holds 
that the racial disparities in drug convictions and sentences, as well as the 
rapid explosion of the prison population, refl ect nothing more than the 
government’s zealous—but benign—efforts to address rampant drug crime 
in poor, minority neighborhoods. This view, while understandable, given the 
sensational media coverage of crack in the 1980s and 1990s, is simply wrong.

While it is true that the publicity surrounding crack cocaine led to a dra-
matic increase in funding for the drug war (as well as to sentencing policies 
that greatly exacerbated racial disparities in incarceration rates), there is no 
truth to the notion that the War on Drugs was launched in response to crack 
cocaine. President Ronald Rea gan offi cially announced the current drug war 
in 1982, before crack became an issue in the media or a crisis in poor black 
neighborhoods. A few years after the drug war was declared, crack began to 
spread rapidly in the poor black neighborhoods of Los Angeles and later 
emerged in cities across the country.2 The Rea gan administration hired staff 
to publicize the emergence of crack cocaine in 1985 as part of a strategic ef-
fort to build public and legislative support for the war.3 The media campaign 
was an extraordinary success. Almost overnight, the media was saturated 
with images of black “crack whores,” “crack dealers,” and “crack babies”—
images that seemed to confi rm the worst negative racial stereotypes about 
impoverished inner-city residents. The media bonanza surrounding the “new 
demon drug” helped to catapult the War on Drugs from an ambitious federal 
policy to an actual war.

The timing of the crack crisis helped to fuel conspiracy theories and gen-
eral speculation in poor black communities that the War on Drugs was part 
of a genocidal plan by the government to destroy black  people in the United 
States. From the outset, stories circulated on the street that crack and other 
drugs were being brought into black neighborhoods by the CIA. Eventually, 

introduction 5



even the Urban League came to take the claims of genocide seriously. In its 
1990 report “The State of Black America,” it stated: “There is at least one 
concept that must be recognized if one is to see the pervasive and insidious 
nature of the drug problem for the African American community. Though 
diffi cult to accept, that is the concept of genocide.”4 While the conspiracy 
theories were initially dismissed as far-fetched, if not downright loony, the 
word on the street turned out to be right, at least to a point. The CIA admit-
ted in 1998 that guerilla armies it actively supported in Nicaragua were 
smuggling illegal drugs into the United States—drugs that were making 
their way onto the streets of inner-city black neighborhoods in the form of 
crack cocaine. The CIA also ad mitted that, in the midst of the War on Drugs, 
it blocked law enforcement efforts to investigate illegal drug networks that 
were helping to fund its covert war in Nicaragua.5

It bears emphasis that the CIA never admitted (nor has any evidence 
been revealed to support the claim) that it intentionally sought the destruc-
tion of the black community by allowing illegal drugs to be smuggled into 
the United States. Nonetheless, conspiracy theorists surely must be for-
given for their bold accusation of genocide, in light of the devastation 
wrought by crack cocaine and the drug war, and the odd coincidence that 
an illegal drug crisis suddenly appeared in the black community after—not 
before—a drug war had been declared. In fact, the War on Drugs began at a 
time when illegal drug use was on the decline.6 During this same time pe-
riod, however, a war was declared, causing arrests and convictions for drug 
offenses to skyrocket, especially among  people of color.

The impact of the drug war has been astounding. In less than thirty years, 
the U.S penal population exploded from around 300,000 to more than 
2 million, with drug convictions accounting for the majority of the increase.7 
The United States now has the highest rate of incarceration in the world, 
dwarfi ng the rates of nearly  every developed country, even surpassing those 
in highly repressive regimes like Russia, China, and Iran. In Germany, 93 
 people are in prison for  every 100,000 adults and children. In the United 
States, the rate is roughly eight times that, or 750 per 100,000.8

The racial dimension of mass incarceration is its most striking feature. No 
other country in the world imprisons so many of its racial or ethnic minori-
ties. The United States imprisons a larger percentage of its black population 
than South Africa did at the height of apartheid. In Washington, D.C., our 
nation’s capitol, it is estimated that three out of four young black men (and 
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nearly all those in the poorest neighborhoods) can expect to serve time in 
prison.9 Similar rates of incarceration can be found in black communities 
across America.

These stark racial disparities cannot be explained by rates of drug crime. 
Studies show that  people of all colors use and sell illegal drugs at remarkably 
similar rates.10 If there are signifi cant differences in the surveys to be found, 
they frequently suggest that whites, particularly white youth, are more likely 
to engage in drug crime than  people of color.11 That is not what one would 
guess, however, when entering our nation’s prisons and jails, which are over-
fl owing with black and brown drug offenders. In some states, black men 
have been admitted to prison on drug charges at rates twenty to fi fty times 
greater than those of white men.12 And in major cities wracked by the drug 
war, as many as 80 percent of young African American men now have crimi-
nal records and are thus subject to legalized discrimination for the rest of 
their lives.13 These young men are part of a growing undercaste, perma-
nently locked up and locked out of mainstream society.

It may be surprising to some that drug crime was declining, not rising, when 
a drug war was declared. From a historical perspective, however, the lack of 
correlation between crime and punishment is nothing new. Sociologists 
have frequently observed that governments use punishment primarily as a 
tool of social control, and thus the extent or severity of punishment is often 
unrelated to actual crime patterns. Michael Tonry explains in Thinking 
About Crime: “Governments decide how much punishment they want, and 
these decisions are in no simple way related to crime rates.”14 This fact, he 
points out, can be seen most clearly by putting crime and punishment in 
comparative perspective. Although crime rates in the United States have 
not been markedly higher than those of other Western countries, the rate 
of incarceration has soared in the United States while it has remained 
stable or declined in other countries. Between 1960 and 1990, for example, 
offi cial crime rates in Finland, Germany, and the United States were close 
to identical. Yet the U.S. incarceration rate quadrupled, the Finnish rate 
fell by 60 percent, and the German rate was stable in that period.15 De-
spite similar crime rates, each government chose to impose different levels 
of punishment.

Today, due to recent declines, U.S. crime rates have dipped below the 
international norm. Nevertheless, the United States now boasts an incar-
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