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Abstract. This article challenges what Isaac Campos calls the “Mexican hy-
pothesis” regarding marijuana criminalization in the U.S. The Mexican hypoth-
esis holds that Mexican migrant workers brought marijuana to the U.S. at the 
turn of the 20th century, and that marijuana prohibition was a racially-motivat-
ed effort to criminalize and control those workers. Campos traces the origins of 
this hypothesis to the earliest scholarly histories of marijuana in the 1960s and 
1970s, and charts its remarkable and influential hold on both the popular and 
scholarly imagination in the half century since then. Drawing from more recent 
scholarship on marijuana in the U.S. and in Mexico (including his own) and ex-
amining primary sources, Campos demonstrates that the original evidence for 
the Mexican hypothesis was extremely weak, that marijuana was quite rare in 
Mexican immigrant communities, and that several other factors better explain 
the expansion of marijuana use and its criminalization in the early twentieth 
century United States.

Between 1963 and 1984, scholars in several fields established what 
came to be known as the “Mexican hypothesis” of marijuana prohi-
bition in the United States. In broad strokes, that literature (and its 
popular offshoots) argues that, around 1900, waves of Mexican immi-
grants, many of whom casually smoked marijuana, began to enter the 
United States. As the Mexicans spread, so did their custom of marijua-
na smoking. Extreme prejudice, already well developed against Mexi-
cans, soon attached to these immigrants’ drug of choice. It was this 
process that inspired most early marijuana laws in the United States, 
while also fueling racist fantasies that the drug caused madness, crime, 
and violence among its users. These developments helped transform 
cannabis from a ubiquitous roadside weed into the Schedule-1 “nar-
cotic” of so much controversy today. 

The Mexican hypothesis has become crucial to broader under-
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standings of the War on Drugs and its history in the United States. The 
paradigm has reinforced the general belief that drug prohibitions are a 
product of racism or a tool wielded to oppress labor in the U.S., where, 
in addition to the association between Mexicans and marijuana, opium 
was once linked to the Chinese and cocaine to African Americans. 
The hypothesis has thus had additional political significance since the 
1960s, serving for policy reformers as proof of the War on Drugs’ ir-
rational and even sinister origins.2

However, this paradigm has always stood on unstable ground, for it 
was based on scattered evidence and, crucially, developed with almost 
no knowledge of Mexicans, Mexico, or marijuana’s history in that 
country. Recent research has since raised fresh doubts about the para-
digm, for it turns out that marijuana’s history in Mexico runs counter 
to the notion that the drug was used widely and casually by Mexican 
migrants. The most common stereotype of the marijuana user in Mex-
ico was that of a ferocious, unpredictable, and therefore very danger-
ous madman. Furthermore, marijuana use was not widespread among 
Mexicans but, instead, mostly concentrated among prisoners and sol-
diers.3 In short, marijuana’s history in Mexico is not fully compatible 
with the story that has long been told about Mexican immigrants and 
marijuana in the United States. 

Given the enormous influence that the Mexican hypothesis has 
had on the drugs literature and its continued influence in both aca-
demic and public discourse, and given that research on marijuana’s 
early history in the U.S. has mostly lain dormant for three decades, 
this essay revisits that literature from an updated vantage informed by 
new knowledge of Mexico’s history with the drug. Of course, given 
the enormous changes underway in marijuana’s legal status in both 
Mexico and the United States, and the related debates over who is to 
blame for the century-long war on marijuana, a return to the literature 
is also timely.

After describing the development of the Mexican hypothesis and its 
original shortcomings, I will dip into some of the key sources from a 
century ago in order to reinforce my central argument, namely, that the 
role of Mexican immigrants in the history of U.S. marijuana prohibition 
has surely been overstated and that much research remains to be done. 

Writing about marijuana’s history in the United States emerged in con-
junction with the sea change in user demographics that occurred in the 
1960s. For decades the drug had been associated with marginalized 
groups—whether Mexicans or African Americans—and thus wild ste-
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reotypes about its effects, and harsh punishments for its users, had 
been accepted with little controversy. Then, in the 1960s, marijuana 
became popular among certain segments of the white middle class, 
especially college students.4 Their experience of the drug’s effects had 
little in common with the older stereotypes of madness and violence, 
and that—combined with their social and political standing—made 
the existing, draconian punishments for marijuana use appear wholly 
inappropriate. These dissonances helped spark initial scholarly inter-
est in marijuana’s U.S. history. 

David Solomon’s 1966 edited volume, The Marihuana Papers, was 
a landmark in this process. The book combined sociological, histori-
cal, and botanical essays with literary contributions, and these sources 
established the basic structure of a reformist critique of marijuana pro-
hibition, grounded in history, that has changed little over the last half 
century. Solomon articulated the historical moment in his introduction 
to the volume in which he announced that “marihuana has ceased to 
be a subcultural affair limited to the underprivileged and the underedu-
cated,” and noted “that in a world beset by such spectres as exploding 
bombs and populations, mass hunger, race hatred, contaminated wa-
ters, droughts, floods, polluted air and paranoid politicians, so benevo-
lent an herb as marihuana hardly deserves exclusion from one’s inter-
nal fallout shelter.” Here was marijuana and “the Sixties” in a nutshell: 
that benevolent herb whose effects contrasted so sharply with the “psy-
chologically numbing” alcohol of the mainstream; that natural wonder 
whose persecution was just another injustice blindly accepted by the 
anesthetized, conformist, and decidedly misguided older generation.5

While it is always difficult to pinpoint exactly why particular drugs 
gain in popularity during one era rather than another, it seems that the 
historical symbolism embedded in marijuana, even if not completely 
understood by users, proved crucial to the spike in its use during the 
1960s. Its long association with marginal groups, and even longer ties 
to “the Orient,” made marijuana an ideal symbol for a Western (and 
generational) counterculture. For young people, the act of smoking 
marijuana instantly demonstrated the absurdity of their parents’ beliefs 
about the drug’s effects—it clearly did not make one mad or criminal 
as the authorities had long claimed it would. It was so obviously a 
“soft” recreational drug when used by these middle-class white kids 
that each pungent puff of smoke implicitly made a mockery of the 
older generation’s ideas.6

This context is crucial for understanding what lies behind both the 
scholarly and popular literatures on marijuana’s history in the United 
States, for it is written as if it is trying to decode a mystery: It is not 
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possible that early twentieth century Americans really believed that 
marijuana incited violence and crime, right? Look how mild the drug 
actually is. Look at all the other cultures in the world that have used it 
without controversy. How did we get here? In short, Solomon’s vol-
ume set the tone for a marijuana literature inflected with deep sus-
picion, for it seemed that something curious, irrational, unwise, im-
proper, wrongheaded, or even sinister must have occurred in the early 
twentieth century when marijuana was being prohibited. Hence the 
title of Jerome Himmelstein’s excellent and rigorous The Strange Ca-
reer of Marihuana, or that of Jack Herer’s decidedly more popular, but 
quite fanciful, The Emperor Wears No Clothes: Hemp and the Mari-
juana Conspiracy.

 For most scholars who participated in this first wave of research, 
the central focus was that “strange” legal history and especially the 
Marihuana Tax Act of 1937 which had produced the de facto prohibi-
tion of cannabis nationwide. Perhaps owing to the contemporary sig-
nificance of these questions, sociologists initially dominated the field, 
beginning with Howard Becker’s pioneering work on the subject. 
Becker argued that the prohibition of marijuana in 1937 demonstrated 
how public policies sometimes result from “moral entrepreneurship,” 
with the main entrepreneur here being Harry Anslinger, the contro-
versial head of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics (FBN). Thus emerged 
the “Anslinger hypothesis,” which scholars initially employed to ex-
plain the origins of the Marihuana Tax Act and which asserted that 
Anslinger and his allies had initiated and propagated the myths about 
marijuana’s “killer” effects during the 1930s.7 At this point, Mexicans 
were not yet considered a crucial part of the story, though some schol-
ars emphasized that marijuana users’ lower-class social origins were 
an important factor in the drug’s prohibition.8 

The full development of the Mexican hypothesis only began with 
David Musto’s work of the early 1970s. According to Musto, not only 
had Mexican immigrants introduced marijuana to the Southwest, but 
prejudice against them had also played a fundamental role in the fed-
eral prohibition of marijuana in 1937. For Musto this had three com-
ponents: fear of Mexicans, which led to marijuana’s association with 
crime and violence; labor groups who highlighted Mexican workers’ 
marijuana use to justify their deportation during the Depression; and 
pressure the southwestern states put on the federal government to do 
something about marijuana use (especially by Mexicans). The last 
point was based largely on claims made by Anslinger himself, whom 
Musto had interviewed in the 1960s. Musto’s work also supported the 
notion that, for Mexican immigrants, marijuana was a non-controver-
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sial part of everyday life until they walked into the hornet’s nest of 
American prejudice. “In areas with concentrations of Mexican immi-
grants, who tended to use marihuana as a drug of entertainment or 
relaxation, the fear of marihuana was intense….Although employers 
welcomed them in the twenties, Mexicans were also feared as a source 
of crime and deviant social behavior.”9 

Building on Musto, John Helmer and Thomas Vietorisz then devel-
oped a theory of drug prohibitions as “labor oppression.” The chap-
ter titles of their co-written volume tell the story: “The Chinese and 
Opium, 1875-80;” “Blacks, Cocaine and Opium, 1905-20;” “White 
Working-Class Opiate Use, 1910-20;” “Mexican-Americans and Mar-
ijuana, 1930-37;” “Working-Class Heroin Use, 1950-70.” They argued 
that among Mexican laborers in the U.S., marijuana “was as conven-
tional to them as alcohol consumption was to Anglos; it was one of 
many customs brought from the peasant culture across the border.”10 

The idea that marijuana was simply a “folk relaxant” or a “casual 
adjunct to life” in the Mexican community has been a crucial given 
for the Mexican hypothesis since its inception, though there was never 
much evidence on which to base this claim other than the general com-
mon sense of the era. The idea seems to have been largely grounded in 
the middle-class “Sixties” experience with the drug and the presump-
tion that this was the same experience had everywhere in the world 
prior to that time. As Alan Ginsberg put it in his contribution to The 
Marihuana Papers: 

All India is familiar with ganja, and so is all Africa, and so is all 
the Arab world; and so were Paris and London in smaller mea-
sure in high-minded but respectable 19th century circles; and so 
on a larger scale is America even now. Young and old millions 
perhaps smoke marijuana and see no harm. And we have not 
measured the Latin-American world, Mexico particularly who 
gave the local herb its familiar name. In some respects we may 
then see its prohibition as an arbitrary cultural taboo.11

We now know that this was not the case in Mexico, where recre-
ational use of marijuana was relatively unusual and mostly confined to 
specific environments, especially prisons and soldiers’ barracks.12 Yet, 
even as the Mexican hypothesis was being developed, some key indi-
cators already suggested that the drug was not as common in Mexican 
immigrant communities as the hypothesis presumed. For example, in 
order to make the case that Anglos were only concerned with Mexican 
marijuana use once the Depression made these immigrants’ labor ex-
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pendable, Helmer and Vietorisz noted that, “during the 1920s almost 
no notice was taken of [marijuana] in the Anglo communities in which 
[Mexicans] worked, in spite of a widespread belief in their criminality 
in other respects.”13 This kind of analysis is typical in the literature; 
even when the evidence shows that marijuana use was not prevalent 
among Mexican immigrants, it is assumed that marijuana was “as con-
ventional to them as alcohol.”

Ultimately, the legal scholars Richard Bonnie and Charles White-
bread served as the most pivotal advocates of the “Mexican hypoth-
esis.” Their book, long considered the definitive account of U.S. 
marijuana history, dedicates more space than any other work to the de-
velopment of state-level prohibitions, a subject mostly ignored by the 
much larger literature on the origins of the Federal Marihuana Tax Act. 
Here, the Mexican hypothesis was fully developed, with the authors 
describing Mexican immigrants’ introduction of marijuana smoking to 
the Southwest around the turn of the century and the route by which 
they supposedly spread this practice north over the coming years. They 
argued that anti-marijuana statutes followed, state by state, in the same 
pattern as Mexican migration. The roll call of states generates the sen-
sation of a wave of marijuana use rolling roughly northward through 
the U.S. along with these Mexicans, who were simply engaging in an 
age-old folk practice.14 

But the foundation for this interpretation was not a state-by-state 
examination of the process that led to marijuana prohibition. Instead, 
it was extrapolated from some good but geographically isolated evi-
dence gathered along the Texas-Mexico border (analyzed in depth 
below) and combined with some fragments of evidence from just a 
few other states. Though they specifically cited sixteen states where 
Mexicans supposedly spread marijuana and inspired the drug’s pro-
hibition—plus the “commercial traffic which steamed up the Missis-
sippi from New Orleans and Texas [that] also spread Mexicans and 
marihuana to Chicago, Kansas City, Cleveland, Detroit, St. Louis, and 
other major commercial centers”—they provided only a few newspa-
per quotes from five states to back this claim, and only one of those 
quotes spoke directly to the legislation in question. Their sole piece of 
direct evidence, and by far their best, appeared in a Montana newspa-
per clipping featuring racist comments legislators made about Mexi-
cans and marijuana use while they considered a bill to prohibit the 
drug.15 Again, that anecdote comprised Bonnie and Whitebread’s only 
direct evidence corroborating the assertion that anti-Mexican senti-
ment prompted state-level marijuana prohibitions. For example, in 
order to make that claim about Texas’ law, they cited a single newspa-
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per article on a 1923 revision to the state’s 1919 drug-prohibition law 
even though that newspaper report simply noted that marijuana was a 
“Mexican herb” sold along the border. For New Mexico, they cited a 
newspaper article that claimed only that the drug gained local promi-
nence when it was found in the local prison and that the word “mari-
huana is the name commonly used in the Southwest and Mexico.” In 
Colorado, where a marijuana statute was passed in 1917, they con-
tended that, “At that time, judging from the use of the Mexican term 
‘mariguana’ and from subsequent newspaper reports the drug was 
‘used almost exclusively…by the Mexican population employed in 
the beet fields,’” but the only evidence cited was a single 1931 news-
paper article.16 In Boise, Idaho, the mayor there noted that “The Mexi-
can beet field workers have introduced a new problem—the smoking 
in cigarettes or pipes of marijuana or grifo. Its use is as demoralizing 
as the use of narcotics.”17 However, it is not clear if the mayor was 
referring specifically to cannabis legislation. Bonnie and Whitebread 
offered a few other quotes from the Chicago area, but again, these did 
not relate directly to any legislation.18 On the basis of this extremely 
thin evidence, the authors formulated (and scholars have accepted) the 
following narrative: “Whether motivated by outright ethnic prejudice 
or by simple discriminatory lack of interest, the proceedings before 
each legislature resembled those in Texas and New Mexico in 1923. 
There was little if any public attention and no debate. Pointed refer-
ences were made to the drug’s Mexican origins, and sometimes to the 
criminal conduct which inevitably followed when Mexicans used the 
‘killer weed.’”19 

Interestingly, the authors did find some evidence consistent with 
what we’ve learned more recently about marijuana’s place in early 
twentieth-century Mexico. They noted the existence of a frightening 
“Mexican marijuana folklore” in which the drug was said to produce 
violence and madness in its users. “The Mexican marihuana folklore,” 
they continued, “apparently made a deep impression on any Ameri-
can who came in contact with the drug or its alien users.” Ultimately, 
though, the authors marginalized this information, first by attributing 
it exclusively to “Mexican patricians,” and later by ignoring it com-
pletely when specifically interrogating the origins of the menacing 
reputation of marijuana in the U.S. In a chapter dedicated to the lat-
ter question, they argued that the link between marijuana and insanity 
was primarily an import from Egypt and India, while the association 
with crime was “primarily a contribution of the American experience,” 
having developed mostly after 1930.20 Here we see that even where 
evidence suggested that marijuana was not simply a “casual adjunct to 
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life” for Mexicans, that evidence was downplayed as only representa-
tive of the views of Mexican elites and, even then, considered to not 
have really played an active role in this history. 

Despite these problems, Bonnie and Whitebread did make a large 
and important contribution to the literature. They added fuel to a lively 
debate about the Marihuana Tax Act’s true origins, which was now 
trending away from the earlier emphasis on Anslinger. John Galliher 
and Allyn Walker soon published a series of articles from a material-
ist perspective that harshly criticized much of the previous literature 
for its focus on a single actor such as Anslinger rather than on the 
larger conditions that, according to them, clearly explained the Tax 
Act’s passage. The title of one of their essays, “The Politics of System-
atic Research Error,” captures the general tone of their critique. They 
accused the supporters of the Anslinger hypothesis of sympathizing 
only with the plight of affluent users rather than minorities. Musto, 
Helmer, and Vietorisz were lauded as the researchers who recognized 
the true origins of the Tax Act in labor competition. They also high-
lighted Musto’s argument that concern about marijuana was strongest 
in the southwestern states:

While Mexicans were tolerated during the economic boom of 
the 1920’s as a source of cheap labor, during the 1930’s the 
hatred toward this group escalated from the competition they 
created for scarce jobs and their willingness to work for low 
wages. Predictably, as this group became economically threat-
ening, their habits also became more threatening.21

However, for our purposes, the most interesting development with 
respect to the Mexican hypothesis went nearly unnoticed. In 1978, 
Patricia Morgan completed a sociology dissertation on the history of 
drug legislation in California. Bonnie and Whitebread had noted Cali-
fornia’s 1915 marijuana prohibition22 as an interesting and, in their 
words, “unexplained” outlier in the West. They argued that it was un-
likely “that sufficient numbers of immigrants would have arrived…
by this early date to arouse interest in them and their unusual habits,” 
though in truth California had been receiving significant Mexican im-
migration since the late nineteenth century.23 Bonnie and Whitebread’s 
doubts seem to have been stoked by a cryptic comment from Henry 
Finger of the California Board of Pharmacy who, in 1911, expressed 
concern about the drug’s use by “Hindoos.” Finger was one of the 
architects of the legislation, and since his quote made no mention of 
Mexicans, Bonnie and Whitebread categorized this legislation as “un-
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explained.” Morgan looked deeper and found that, indeed, Mexicans 
had nothing to do with the 1910s legislation. Instead, those laws were 
the predictable result of Progressive Era “professional reform.” She 
also found that anti-Mexican forces rarely linked Mexicans to mari-
juana even when concern about Mexican immigration intensified in 
the following decade. While xenophobes often cited immigrants as 
a source of crime, “these anti-Mexican groups did not mention mari-
juana use among Mexicans as part of the crime problem.” Though a 
1926 report claimed that “Mexican addicts” in Los Angeles regularly 
used marijuana, a survey taken in the 1930s that measured crime in 
California from 1910-1936 did not include a single mention of mari-
juana despite dedicating an entire section to crime committed by im-
migrants. Another crime study in and around Los Angeles, supposedly 
a hotbed of Mexican marijuana use, found that, between 1928 and 
1932, police arrested only a few dozen Mexican marijuana users per 
year in a county that included about 90,000 Mexican residents. 

Perhaps the most telling information came from Paul S. Taylor, the 
legendary Berkeley economist and ethnographer, who told Morgan in 
an interview that, while researching a Mexican farm-labor community 
in California over three years in the 1920s, he never once encoun-
tered marijuana and was unaware of the drug’s existence among these 
Mexicans.24 Despite all of this, Morgan concluded that marijuana was 
little recognized in California only because the state’s agri-business 
interests sought to downplay any potential crime problems linked to 
Mexicans. One might suggest a simpler explanation: that there was lit-
tle mention of marijuana use among Mexicans because there was little 
marijuana use within the Mexican community. Indeed, ethnographic 
sources from the period, as well as more recent histories on vice in the 
borderlands and on Mexican immigrants in general, overwhelmingly 
suggest that marijuana use was rare in Mexican immigrant communi-
ties during the early twentieth century.25

Morgan’s evidence should have inspired more doubt about Bon-
nie and Whitebread’s Mexican-vector theory for both marijuana’s 
spread and the origins of state-level prohibitions. In one of the most 
significant states for Mexican immigration, there existed little out-
cry about marijuana before the 1930s and, most importantly, clear 
evidence that, despite a large number of Mexicans in the state, mar-
ijuana legislation was passed with almost no mention of Mexican 
marijuana use. This suggests, of course, that perhaps we should not 
be so confident about Bonnie and Whitebread’s grouping of so many 
“Western” prohibitions under the umbrella of their Mexican-vector 
hypothesis. Clearly, the presence of Mexicans alone does not prove 
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that anti-Mexican sentiment inspired anti-marijuana legislation, 
which is essentially what Bonnie and Whitebread claimed in most 
of their state-level cases.26 Furthermore, the country saw plenty of 
marijuana legislation in states far from the border—Massachusetts 
and Indiana in 1912, Wyoming in 1913, Maine in 1914, Vermont in 
1915, Rhode Island in 1918.27 On the basis of a single newspaper 
article referring to a concurrent New York City statute, Bonnie and 
Whitebread attributed these cases to “anticipatory legislation” (i.e. 
laws passed anticipating a future problem). The authors appear sim-
ply to have assumed that, if a state lacked a significant population of 
Mexican immigrants, then the legislation was anticipatory, while a 
sizeable Mexican population meant the legislation was motivated by 
racial anxiety. Yet California, a state whose marijuana laws were the 
product of “anticipatory legislation” despite the presence of plenty 
of Mexican immigrants, suggests that something similar might have 
been happening elsewhere and that actual marijuana use by Mexi-
cans was not a necessary component in the emerging state-level pro-
hibitions happening nationwide.

In the early 1980s, this initial wave of research came to a close. 
The labor-conflict hypothesis was convincingly dismantled by Je-
rome Himmelstein, Stephen Norland, and Joseph Wright. The latter 
two demonstrated that most Mexicans were repatriated by the time the 
FBN started its anti-marijuana campaign, that most marijuana arrests 
were not of Mexicans, and that the FBN did have significant bureau-
cratic incentive to promote the Tax Act.28 Himmelstein synthesized the 
whole debate in combination with research of his own. Leaning on 
Bonnie, Whitebread, and Morgan, he argued that neither labor conflict 
nor pressure from the Southwest explained the origins of the Tax Act. 
Instead, the Act was inspired by a shift in law enforcement’s focus—
from marginal users, especially Mexicans, to children’s supposed in-
fection with the vice—combined with the FBN’s bureaucratic self-
interest. However, Mexicans were important in that prejudice against 
them led to the invention in the American southwest of the “killer 
weed” mythology, and the fear that this Mexican “killer weed” was 
now infecting children proved decisive.29 

Himmelstein left unchallenged the Mexican-vector theory’s ex-
planation of both ideas about marijuana’s “killer” effects and state-
level prohibitions. He followed Bonnie and Whitebread in arguing that 
marijuana use “flourished” in Mexico and Central America and that 
Mexican immigrants spread it to the U.S., with state-level prohibitions 
following closely behind. Furthermore, he reinforced the notion that 
fear of Mexicans had inspired the “killer weed” stereotype.30 Curious-
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ly, Himmelstein was also one of the few authors to recognize Bonnie 
and Whitebread’s admission that a “potent Mexican folklore” about 
marijuana existed near the border. Yet, as with the two law professors, 
he left out this part of the story when discussing the ideology of the 
1930s. Instead, he argued that marijuana became linked to violence 
due to “Oriental legend” and simply by association. Here, again, some 
doubt about the extent of marijuana use by actual Mexicans should 
have entered the narrative: 

Marihuana use…was never a major issue in the Southwest at 
the time, nor was it an important part of anti-Mexican racial 
stereotypes. Mexican laborers, however, often were perceived 
by Anglos as ‘criminal types’: They were noted for carrying 
knives and being drunk and disorderly. When marihuana was 
discussed, it was usually associated with Mexicans. As a re-
sult, marihuana also became associated with violence, a ‘killer 
weed.’31 

For whatever reason, the evidence that Mexican ideas were im-
portant, rather than Mexican immigrant marijuana smokers, was once 
again overlooked. 

The next major scholarly contribution to this history did not come 
until 1999 with the publication of an excellent article by Dale Gier-
inger on marijuana’s prohibition in California. Gieringer went into 
greater depth regarding marijuana’s history there than Morgan could in 
her more wide-ranging dissertation, yet in doing so he essentially con-
firmed Morgan’s findings that marijuana prohibition occurred in Cali-
fornia as a typical Progressive era “professional reform” rather than as 
a response to Mexican immigration.32 

Finally, my own recent work on marijuana’s history in Mexico 
demonstrates several key points that raise further doubt about the 
Mexican hypothesis. First, the use of marijuana as an intoxicant was 
relatively rare in Mexico and not much older than the drug’s use in 
the United States. Second, the drug’s reputation as an intoxicant was 
almost universally negative, even among the lower classes, and domi-
nated by the notion that it produced madness and violence in its users. 
Finally, Mexican ideas about marijuana, specifically the notion that 
the drug produced violence, madness, and crime, began to spread to 
the United States in the 1890s through the press and other published 
sources, along with the word “marijuana” itself.33 This last point, of 
course, undermines the notion that marijuana’s “killer” reputation was 
invented on the U.S. side of the border and suggests that Mexicans 
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played a much more active role in the shaping of marijuana discourses 
in the U.S. than scholars have previously recognized.

Before moving on to some of the key primary evidence from the 
early twentieth century, I want to emphasize that the whole premise 
that Mexicans “introduced” marijuana to the United States is rather 
dubious. After all, cannabis drugs had been widely available and well 
known in the U.S. since the late 1840s when cannabis began to be 
lauded on both sides of the Atlantic as a potentially effective medicine, 
psychiatric tool, and stimulant for extraordinary visions and experi-
ences. This not only made cannabis widely available to consumers, 
but also inspired an Atlantic World vogue for cannabis experimenta-
tion, accounts of which routinely appeared in print.34 And though these 
writings would often warn of the dangers of overindulging in canna-
bis, they also served as virtual advertisements for recreational use of 
the drug. For example, Fitz Hugh Ludlow, whose book The Hasheesh 
Eater (1857) stands as the most important and successful contribu-
tion to this genre in the United States, described the “marvelous inner 
world” to which he was transported by the drug:

I existed by turns in different places and various states of be-
ing. Now I swept my gondola through the moonlit lagoons of 
Venice. Now Alp on Alp towered above my view, and the glory 
of the coming sun flashed purple light upon the topmost icy pin-
nacle. Now in the primeval silence of some unexplored tropical 
forest I spread my feathery leaves, a giant fern, and swayed and 
nodded in the spice-gales over a river whose waves at once sent 
up clouds of music and perfume.35

 
Many such descriptions were published during this period in both 

professional and popular sources. Some of these drew on the experienc-
es of key French literary figures—the “Club des Hashishins”—and their 
writings about cannabis. An 1849 piece in the Louisville Examiner, for 
example, quoted Theodore Gautier at length, who argued that “The Ori-
entalists” used hashish while seeking “that species of excitement which 
the western nations derive from alcoholic drinks.” The piece described 
Gautier’s remarkable experience, during which he saw “millions of but-
terflies, confusedly luminous, shaking their wings like fans.”

Never did similar bliss overwhelm him with its waves: he was 
lost in a wilderness of sweets: he was not himself; he was re-
lieved from consciousness, that feeling which always pervades 
the mind; and for the first time he comprehended what might be 



Social History of Alcohol and Drugs, Volume 32 (2018)18

the state of existence of elementary beings, of angels, of souls 
separated from the body: all his system seemed infected with 
the fantastic coloring in which he was plunged.36

As an Alabama newspaper explained about hashish in 1852, “if the 
accounts of its effects be not exaggerated, it is strange that it has not 
come more in use among the western nations.”37

Indeed. Yet, from the middle of the century until the 1910s, such 
use apparently remained relatively rare in the United States, though 
reports of the drug’s extraordinary effects continued to appear in the 
press and other sources, complimenting what had already been writ-
ten by the Club des Hashishins and what could be found in popular 
books like the The Arabian Nights and Count of Montecristo.38 Drug 
scholars have argued that the availability of a substance is the key fac-
tor in determining whether or not a population will choose to take up 
its use, yet in the U.S., where marijuana had been widely available for 
decades, its use apparently remained rare.39 The simplest explanation, 
of course, may be that use of the drug was more common than was ac-
knowledged at the time,40 though little evidence exists to support that 
hypothesis, and plenty of authorities at the time claimed that use of the 
drug in the U.S. was indeed rare.41 Why, then, given such miraculous 
accounts of its effects and the drug’s widespread availability, did its 
use not become more common? 

To be sure, not all of the reports on cannabis were so rosy. Many 
accounts described sometimes frightening outcomes arising from use 
of the drug. In 1869, for example, a physician claimed to have “of-
ten” taken the drug in the name of science. He described an intoxica-
tion that began with a disagreeable “contraction of the nerves of the 
throat,” and which led to his senses becoming extraordinarily acute 
and his experiencing bizarre hallucinations and suggestiveness:

I recollect on one occasion being persuaded that my leg was re-
volving upon its knee as an axis and could distinctly feel as well 
as hear it strike against and pass through the shoulder during 
each revolution. Any one may make you suffer agony by simply 
remarking that a particular limb must be in great pain, and you 
catch at every hint thrown out to you, nurse it and cherish it 
with a morbid eagerness that savors strongly of insanity. This 
state is a very dangerous one, especially to a novice: madness 
and catelepsy (sic) being by no means uncommon terminations 
to it.42
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The drug was also regularly described as a “strong narcotic” and 
therefore, by definition, dangerous.43 But warnings of frightening out-
comes were also made about cocaine, morphine, opium, and heroin, 
and these substances saw increasing use during this period. Recre-
ational cannabis use, however, supposedly remained rare.44

The apparent lack of diffusion of this practice in a country famous-
ly given to recreational drug use, in which cocaine and heroin would 
quickly gain adherents, stands as an important paradox that scholars 
have yet to adequately explain or even attend to. To my knowledge, 
the only writer to explicitly acknowledge it was Robert P. Walton, 
professor of pharmacology at the University of Mississippi, who in 
1938 specifically noted this “singular sociological phenomenon” and 
concluded that “the availability of information and the concomitant 
availability of the drug are not sufficient in themselves to establish this 
sort of popular indulgence.” Walton went on to argue that two factors 
were required to cement the “this vice as a folk practice.” The first was 
an “intimate social contact between an uninitiated population and a 
population which practices the vice.” The second was “the tempera-
ment and social conditions of the people who adopt the practice.”

This influence of temperament and conditions is particularly 
emphasized in the case of the Kentucky pioneers who cultivated 
hundreds of tons of hemp with no recorded instances of a per-
version of hemp narcotics. Their environmental conditions and 
social outlook obviously represented an unfavorable medium for 
the growth of an indulgence which, by contrast, is currently ex-
panding among the idle and irresponsible classes of America.45

Though Walton’s theory reveals his own prejudice, he deserves 
credit for at least acknowledging this quite interesting puzzle. No 
other scholar has attempted to explain why Mexicans—or anyone 
else—needed to “introduce” the practice to a country that had seen 
widespread availability and cases of experimental cannabis use dating 
back to the mid-nineteenth century. Indeed, as already noted, experi-
mental/recreational use in the United States dates back about as far as 
such use in Mexico.46 

Why, then, have all of these inconsistencies and contradictions 
been overlooked? We might point to a number of factors, from a lack 
of scholarly focus on the question of Mexican marijuana use, to the 
seeming “naturalness” of the Mexican-marijuana link in the post-Six-
ties cultural moment. Here, however, I’d like to focus on the influence 
of one source in particular and the way it has been interpreted in the 
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literature, especially by Richard Bonnie and Charles Whitebread. 
The source in question is a 1917 Department of Agriculture re-

port on marijuana along the Texas border with Mexico. The report 
was inspired by the thoroughly entrepreneurial lobbying campaign of 
a single man, Stanley Good Sr., Deputy Sherriff of El Paso, Texas. 
Good had become alarmed by the use of marijuana following a terrify-
ing incident across the river in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, on 1 January 
1913. On that day, according to the newspapers, a Mexican man, after 
smoking some marijuana, had pulled out a knife and begun chasing 
a couple of American tourists down the street while yelling “death to 
Protestants.” The man went on to stab a few horses and murder a pur-
suing police officer before he was subdued in a billiards hall by a blow 
to the head from a cue-wielding patron. It was a frightening episode, 
though relatively typical of marijuana’s portrayal in the Mexican press 
since the mid-nineteenth century.47

The incident inspired Good to lobby both El Paso’s City Council 
and the Federal Government for new restrictions on the drug’s dis-
tribution. He succeeded on both counts. Marijuana was prohibited in 
El Paso in June 1915. That same year, the Treasury Department cre-
ated an amendment to the Food and Drugs Act that made illegal the 
importation of cannabis to the United State for non-medical purposes. 
Two years later, the head of the Department of Agriculture’s Bureau of 
Chemistry sent out his personal assistant, Reginald F. Smith, to inves-
tigate how effective the new Treasury Decision had been in slowing 
the traffic of marijuana into south Texas.48 The resulting report is an 
extraordinary source, containing the results of nearly one hundred in-
terviews with customs officials, pharmacists, grocery store employees, 
and law enforcement personnel. Despite its geographic limitations, the 
report stands as easily the best piece of evidence we have on early-
twentieth-century marijuana use and traffic in the United States. 

It was from this report that Bonnie and Whitebread drew the major-
ity of their conclusions with respect to Mexicans and the prohibition 
of marijuana west of the Mississippi. As with the rest of their book, 
they present the evidence forcefully and with confidence, as if the two 
law professors were addressing a jury. But the report actually suggests 
a number of conclusions other than those arrived at by the two legal 
scholars. In truth their treatment of the evidence was sometimes selec-
tive and, at times, quite misleading. 

Most glaring in this regard was their handling of the origins of the 
marijuana sold in south Texas during this period. There, they described 
a marijuana supply chain that supposedly began in central Mexico and 
fed demand among recent immigrants north of the border.
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Political chaos at home and economic opportunity in the United 
States significantly augmented the migration of Mexicans to 
Texas and New Mexico at the turn of the century. In Mexican 
districts of the border towns and in major cities these immi-
grants continued to smoke and grow marihuana as they had 
done at home. Cultivation of the plant was a major industry in 
the vicinity of Mexico City, the mountains of Thalpam (sic), 
and in surrounding Mexican provinces, and a steady supply 
of marihuana easily crossed the border into Laredo, El Paso, 
San Antonio, Nogales, and other border towns and major cities. 
Laredo was of major importance because it was linked direct-
ly to the Mexico City area by the Mexican National Railroad. 
The demand for the plant was significant enough…that several 
importing firms commercially distributed marihuana to other 
points in the region, particularly to San Antonio. One compa-
ny, in business only three months, had five hundred pounds of 
marihuana in stock at the time of the investigation. Retailers, 
mostly local grocers, openly advertised.49

Though this narrative has never been challenged, it actually mis-
represents the evidence quite severely. 

Smith was sent to Texas to check on the effectiveness of the 
Treasury Decision banning non-medicinal marijuana imports.50 
Thus, his first priority was to uncover the source of illegal im-
ports rather than of sales within the United States. This led to 
inspections of all major land and sea ports in south Texas. But 
rather than uncovering a steady supply of the drug through 
major cities, only in Laredo could any imports be confirmed.51 
Smith found that customs authorities at El Paso, Eagle Pass, 
San Antonio, Del Rio, and Brownsville, Texas, declared that 
subsequent to September 25, 1915, when Treasury Decision 
35719 went into effect they have had no importations under the 
name of Indian Hemp, Cannabis indica, Marihuana, or Juanita, 
at their respective ports. These same customs officials were of 
the opinion that there were few, if any, importations of the drug 
previous to the decision in question.52 

Only one piece of evidence proved actual imports from Mexico. 
The San Antonio Drug Co., a wholesale druggist, admitted to purchas-
ing, in 1912, “$100 worth of loose Marihuana” from R.A. Bremer 
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(aka, Botica León) in Monterrey, Mexico. But, even here, the Mexican 
connection is not pure; Bremer, as its name suggests, was a German 
firm.53 

Smith actually made no mystery of the most important source of 
supply in south Texas during the 1910s—it was cannabis packaged 
and marketed by major U.S. pharmaceutical companies, most of which 
was probably imported from India. As Smith put it, 

It is considered that the most important information obtained 
during the investigation was secured from drug stores. It de-
veloped that foreign Cannabis in package form was being sold 
over the counter in original ounce packages by drug stores in 
many parts of the United States….This practice is by no means 
recent and probably has been going on for a number of years. 
(Emphasis mine.)54 

The “ounce package” referred to here was distributed by several 
major U.S. drug concerns—Allaire, Woodward, & Co., of Peoria, Il-
linois; Parke, Davis, & Co., of Detroit; Murray & Nickell of Chicago; 
Lehn and Fink of New York City; and Moyer Brothers Drug Co. of St. 
Louis.55 Bonnie and Whitebread briefly mentioned the ounce pack-
ages but failed to note either that Smith claimed such sales were hap-
pening “in many parts of the United States” or that, in Smith’s view, 
this was the most important information obtained in the investigation. 
Indeed, Bonnie and Whitebread buried a one-sentence reference to 
U.S. pharmaceutical firms at the end of a paragraph in a manner that 
leaves the reader with the impression that most marijuana at the time 
flowed north from Mexico.56 In this way, the evidence was made to 
support the notion that marijuana smoking “filtered into the United 
States from the south…Transported by Mexicans and West Indians.”57 

Parke Davis had been particularly successful in distributing marijua-
na. Smith commented with some disgust that the “contents [of the Parke 
Davis containers] are in loose form convenient for smoking purposes.”58 
Allaire Woodward’s product was also quite popular. Of 84 drug stores 
inspected, 39 were dealing or had at some time dealt in marijuana. Of 
these, 34 mentioned the provenance of the weed, with 25 acquiring it 
from the pharmaceutical houses, seven from the San Antonio wholesal-
ers, and two buying from “street peddlers.” Bonnie and Whitebread ob-
scured this fact in their presentation, suggesting that the main source of 
supply was a “major industry” in Mexico (which we now know did not 
exist) that was sending the drug through various ports of entry when, in 
truth, there existed almost no evidence to support that claim.



Campos: Mexicans and the Origins of Marijuana Prohibition in the United States` 23

In fact, Mexican customers appear to have preferred the Parke Da-
vis brand. For instance, Mr. V.R. Ramírez, owner of a drug store in El 
Paso of the same name, offered the following comments:

Before the city of El Paso passed the ordinance prohibiting the 
sale of Marihuana we used to sell 4 or 5 packages a day of Parke 
Davis & Co.’s Indian Hemp. Our sales were to Mexicans and 
negroes, mostly to the former. They seemed to be ashamed to 
ask for Marihuana and often times they would bring an empty 
package of Parke Davis’. We sold it then for 15 cents a pack-
age. The Mexicans once they used the package form seemed to 
prefer it to their native grown Marihuana, probably because it 
was stronger and more uniform in strength.59

Similar testimony was offered by Colonel F.A. Chapa, who also 
owned a small drug store “catering exclusively to Mexican trade.” 
Chapa said that he sold five- and ten-cent packages (probably weigh-
ing a half and one ounce, respectively) at a rate of about two or three 
per day and was supplied by a store in San Antonio. Chapa apparently 
sold not the U.S. pharmaceutical product but rather the Laredo-sup-
plied variety, possibly of Mexican origin. As he stated, 

I have calls for [marijuana] practically from Mexicans only, al-
though in the last few months I have noticed several American 
negroes and whites of the lower class are beginning to call for 
it. They generally ask for Parke Davis’ Indian hemp, which I 
do not keep. 

As with Ramírez, Chapa remarked on the way the mostly-Mexican 
clientele made their purchases:

It is a curious thing that even the confirmed ‘Marihuana fiend’ 
is ashamed to admit the fact that he is addicted to the drug. If 
a person comes to my store and asks for Marihuana without 
‘beating around the bush’ I give it to him without any question. 
Most of them, however, state that they want it for medicine. In 
such cases, more for curiosity than anything else, I say to the 
purchaser, ‘I have two kinds of Marihuana, the Mexican Mari-
huana, which is used for smoking purposes, and the American 
Marihuana, which is used for medicinal purposes. Now which 
kind do you want?’ Without fail they reply, ‘Give me the Ameri-
can kind.’ I then advise them that they must be very careful not 
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to smoke the American kind as it is liable to ruin their throat 
and sometimes causes serious sickness. Invariably they finally 
decide that they will take the Mexican kind.60

Smith emphasized that pharmaceutical cannabis sales occurred “in 
many parts of the country” and that, while he lamented that the in-
vestigation was not able to thoroughly research the subject, if “time 
could be spared it is believed that startling information regarding the 
consumption of the ‘ounce package’ could be obtained in some of the 
larger cities of the United States.”61 As a clerk who had worked in 
drug stores in Las Vegas, Philadelphia, California, and New Mexico 
explained, “We sold Cannabis indica in package form to Mexicans 
and ‘hobos.’ It would be a good thing if the Government would pro-
hibit its sale.” The proprietor of City Drug Store, Houston, noted that 
he “used to work at the Seawell pharmacy, Pine Bluff, Arkansas, and 
in drug stores in Berkeley, Los Angeles, and Redlands, California, and 
sold Cannabis indica in ounce packages.”62 Other sources also suggest 
wider distribution by these means. In Portland, Oregon, for example, a 
1915 city marijuana ordinance followed the discovery that some teen-
agers had been purchasing cannabis from local pharmacies and using 
it recreationally.63 Even the first edition of the Sears Roebuck catalog, 
circa 1902, offered bulk cannabis for $1 per pound or ten cents for a 
one-ounce package.64 Indeed, in 1914, the United States Tariff Com-
mission estimated that 31,210 pounds of medicinal cannabis were im-
ported to the U.S. almost entirely from England and British India.65 
Furthermore, Parke Davis had for a decade been working on better 
domestic growing techniques and may have been drawing much of 
their supply from domestic sources, thus the market might have been 
considerably larger than even the Tariff Commission’s estimates sug-
gested.66 In fact, the pharmaceutical firms seemed quite well aware 
that, while the drug was not frequently used therapeutically, sales of it 
were nevertheless significant in the U.S. As a representative from Eli 
Lilly commented during a meeting of the special cannabis committee 
of the American Drug Manufacturers Association in 1918, 

It seems to me that Cannabis is rather an unimportant drug and 
that we have given undue attention to the whole subject of Can-
nabis. It is sold, of course, in rather considerable quantities, but 
therapeutically it is not a very important drug and does not com-
pare, for instance, with such drugs as digitalis and aconite and 
some of the others that we are studying.67 
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Indeed, many pharmacists Smith interviewed asserted that the drug 
was never prescribed by physicians in herb form and was instead sold 
specifically for smoking purposes.68 Clearly, Mexicans were some-
times involved in buying marijuana and were perhaps even the most 
likely customers in some parts of south Texas, but the evidence here 
suggests that Mexican stores and Mexican customers were only one 
element of the story, and perhaps quite a small one. 

It is also crucial to recognize the geographic context here. El Paso 
served as the way station for Mexican immigration to the U.S. during 
this period, and Texas eventually received more Mexican immigrants 
than any other state. If one wanted to find evidence of Mexicans en-
gaged in just about anything, one would most likely find it in south 
Texas, and especially El Paso.69 And the report bears this out, for El 
Paso, and to a lesser extent San Antonio, were significant outliers with 
respect to the amount of marijuana purchased both in the region and by 
Mexicans. Bonnie and Whitebread partially noted this phenomenon, 
arguing that, along the gulf coast in Houston and Galveston, Mexi-
cans were far less likely to be identified as purchasers of marijuana 
than they were along the border with Mexico. But, in truth, the mar-
ket limits were even more severe. Smith found that Del Rio, Eagle 
Pass, Luling, Ysleta, and Laredo (excepting the two wholesalers who 
supplied San Antonio grocers) had essentially no business in the drug 
whatsoever. Of Del Rio and Eagle Pass, Smith stated definitively that 
the local Mexicans did not use the drug.70 In addition, the pharmacists 
in Brownsville claimed that, while they occasionally received calls for 
marijuana from Mexicans living in Matamoros, they never sold it, and 
the local Mexican population never used it. Finally, tiny Floresville 
showed some sales, but these were limited—on the order of one ounce 
per week or a few pounds a year.71

In comparison, El Paso’s marijuana commerce was booming. While 
only about half of El Paso’s pharmacists actually dealt in marijuana, 
those that did reported relatively impressive sales figures. One local 
distributor claimed that, prior to the marijuana ordinance of 1915, he 
sold about fifty pounds per year of Parke Davis ounce packages to lo-
cal druggists. Another wholesaler reported sales to local druggists of 
the same product in two- and three-pound lots. Though no indication 
is given of how many of the latter sales were made per year, evidence 
from five of the local druggists suggests that their sales during this pe-
riod averaged around three ounces a day per pharmacy. These figures 
are certainly fuzzy, as only four of the druggists actually furnished any 
estimates of their sales, and these estimates were based on memories 
dulled by the passage of almost three years. But, if they were at all 
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accurate, they suggest that El Paso had at least twice as much com-
merce in marijuana as San Antonio, which was clearly the marijuana 
market’s “second city” in south Texas. Lagging even further behind 
were sales along the Gulf coast.72 In short, El Paso was a clear outlier.

It is perhaps not surprising, then, that the El Paso evidence is by 
far the strongest with regard to Bonnie and Whitebread’s claim that 
marijuana smoking arrived with recent Mexican immigrants. The most 
convincing statement on this point was made by a wholesaler who 
claimed to sell fifty pounds per year prior to the city ordinance.

Practically all of our trade in Cannabis Indica in the herb form 
commenced about three years ago, when the refugees began to 
come up from Mexico in large numbers. A noticeable demand 
sprung up from the Mexican drug stores in the lower part of 
town. I believe that the difficulty in obtaining Mexican herbs at 
that time, on account of interior troubles in Mexico and lack of 
transportation facilities, caused this demand.73 

However, even in El Paso and San Antonio, the marijuana market 
exhibited some diversity. In El Paso, of the 13 druggists who men-
tioned having received calls for marijuana, only five said the callers 
were exclusively Mexican, while three mentioned U.S. soldiers alone. 
Another four mentioned a mix of Mexicans, blacks, U.S. soldiers, and 
“hobos.” In San Antonio, only four mentioned Mexicans alone, and 
three mentioned a mixed clientele such as that of El Paso.74 And, of 
course, in many of the locations Smith visited, Mexicans were not 
involved with marijuana at all.

The evidence is thus considerably more complicated than scholars 
have generally recognized. To conclude, then, I offer a few hypotheses 
and questions that might stimulate further research in this area.

First, if something important was “introduced” with respect to mar-
ijuana during this period, perhaps it was the practice of smoking mari-
juana rather than swallowing it. Cannabis smoking was known to have 
occurred in the U.S. in the nineteenth century, but the drug was much 
more commonly swallowed. On the other hand, in Mexico, the drug 
had been taken almost exclusively by smoking it in cigarettes (the cig-
arette being an earlier Mexican innovation) since the 1840s. It is now 
well documented that unpleasant overdoses of cannabis most often 
occur when preparations of the drug are swallowed, as the effects take 
a long time to manifest, and thus users often eat too much, leading to 
unpleasant psychotomimetic reactions.75 Perhaps this partly explains 
why cannabis use did not become more common in the U.S. during the 
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nineteenth century. However, as with the ideas that had already come 
from Mexico regarding the drug’s effects, or the word marijuana for 
that matter, this technological innovation might have come via trans-
national press circuits rather than Mexican immigrants. Furthermore, 
Mexico was not the only place where cannabis was used in this way, 
and that fact was also reported in the press.76 Of course, American 
users could very well have figured out the advantages of smoking on 
their own. Whatever the case, this technological change could help to 
explain why use appears to have grown in the early twentieth century.

Second, some of the emphasis by sources on Mexican users may 
have been a product of the same kinds of prejudice that today lead to 
African-Americans being disproportionately associated with certain 
drugs, and their similarly disproportionate targeting by police for drug-
law violations.77 Police harassment of Mexican immigrants during this 
period is well documented, so it stands to reason that the sources on 
marijuana might have been infected by this prejudice as well, especial-
ly since Mexican press reports about marijuana and its terrible effects 
had been spreading to the United States since the 1890s.78

 Third, today’s heroin market demonstrates how Mexican immi-
grants can become heavily involved in the trafficking of drugs that 
they themselves rarely use and the use of which they deem morally re-
pugnant simply due to the economic opportunity the market affords.79 
Such an explanation might account for some Mexicans’ involvement 
with marijuana in the U.S. during the early twentieth century.

Fourth, surely some of the marijuana commerce involving Mexi-
can immigrants was related to traditional folk medical practices, which 
were and continue to be commonplace in Mexico.80

Fifth, the smuggling of pharmaceutical cannabis from the U.S. into 
Mexico might partly explain why there was a disproportionately large 
market in El Paso during the Mexican Revolution. Since customers 
often asked specifically for the Parke Davis pharmaceutical cannabis, 
El Paso might have actually served as a distribution center for Ciudad 
Juárez and surrounding areas in northern Mexico. After all, the phar-
maceutical ounce packages were surely unavailable from legitimate 
pharmacies on the Mexican side of the border. Mexico’s Federal Sani-
tary Code forbade the sale of marijuana in quantities exceeding those 
specified for specific preparations in the national pharmacopoeia, and 
the same code for the state of Chihuahua (across the river from El 
Paso) was basically a copy of the Federal version. The ounce package 
certainly exceeded this limit in almost all cases.81 How well enforced 
these laws were is difficult to gauge, but at least one of Smith’s Mexi-
can respondents claimed that “Marijuana or Cannabis indica in the 
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herb form is never found on sale in drug stores in Mexico.” It is not 
difficult to imagine that Mexican drug dealers might have begun cross-
ing the bridge to El Paso to buy this higher-grade product for ultimate 
sale in Juárez and surrounding areas. This might explain the relatively 
high demand that we do see in El Paso. And there is some evidence 
to support this hypothesis. In 1913, a teenager named Joe Grado was 
arrested on his way back to Juárez from El Paso with several packages 
of Parke Davis’ Indian hemp in his possession. “The drug, done up 
in neat blue packages, bore the label of Parke, Davis and company, 
Detroit, Mich. The boy told the detectives Friday morning that he had 
secured the drug at a drug store on South El Paso Street, but could 
not remember the place.”82 Similarly, in 1919, a man was arrested in 
Hermosillo, Sonora, with 160 Kilos of Parke Davis Indian hemp. The 
Mexico City press reported incredulity among officials that the drugs 
could really be connected to an “honorable” firm such as Parke Da-
vis, but given what we’ve seen here, the notion is hardly far-fetched.83 
We should especially consider this possibility given that Juárez was a 
major site of troop movements during the Mexican Revolution, and 
federal soldiers were, along with prisoners, marijuana’s main users in 
Mexico. Smith’s report in fact suggests the potential importance of the 
troop presence there: 

El Paso in the past has been a hot-bed of ‘Marihuana fiends.’ 
Ciuidad Juarez, across the river from El Paso has always been 
an important military point for the Mexican armies and as the 
weed is commonly used among the old Mexican soldiers it is 
probable that El Paso became infected from that source.84

Sixth, the apparent boost in marijuana use in the United States dur-
ing the 1910s might simply be explained by the prohibition of various 
other intoxicants at that time. Consider, for instance, the testimony 
from Seawall Drug Store in Galveston: “We used to handle Cannabis 
indica in the herb form and had a call for it about once in two weeks, 
mainly from Mexicans and whites addicted to the use of habit forming 
drugs. I believe that the whites purchased this because they could not 
get their regular line of ‘dope.’”85 Indeed, it was commonly argued 
during this period that, as laws restricted the sale of alcohol, the opi-
ates, and cocaine, users would turn to other drugs and, specifically, 
cannabis. As the prohibitionist crusader and drug-war architect Ham-
ilton Wright explained to Henry Finger of California’s State Board 
of Pharmacy, “I anticipated some time ago that in [the] event of our 
securing Federal control of the sale and distribution of morphine and 
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cocaine, the fiends would turn to Indian hemp, and for that reason in-
corporated that drug in the proposed act for the control of the interstate 
traffic in narcotics.”86 Given that cannabis had been linked to these 
other “narcotics” for decades but had remained widely available, it 
seems plausible that the prohibition of the latter might have inspired 
more use of the former. In fact, observers at the time often claimed that 
this was precisely what was going on.87

Nearly half a century ago, the “Mexican hypothesis” was constructed 
on a relatively weak evidentiary foundation. Despite the problems with 
the evidence, the theory has received virtually no scholarly criticism. 
In the meantime, this theory has come to strongly influence popular 
understandings of marijuana’s history in the United States while pro-
viding a compelling narrative for a drug policy reform movement that 
has sought to demonstrate the sinister origins of the War on Drugs. But 
the flaws in the theory, newly magnified by research into marijuana’s 
history in Mexico, remain. I hope that this essay might help bring re-
newed attention to these questions so that new, fine-grained research 
at the state and local levels might fully explain both the growth of rec-
reational marijuana use in the United States during the early twentieth 
century, and the process that led to its prohibition.
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