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Hula R., Perederii I. 
 

DRUGS, ARMY, WAR: A SYNTHESIS OF PARADOXES  
IN THE PRISM OF HISTORICAL RETROSPECT 

 
The article examines the relationship between wars and substance use throughout 

human history. For centuries, drugs have been used to weaken enemies, stimulate troops to 
fight, and numb post-war trauma. They also served as a source of funding for clandestine 
military and paramilitary activities. The article examines the problem of the emergence of 
collective trauma, which objectively arises after a military conflict and is associated with the 
growing wave of substance abuse among veterans. The presence of psychoactive substances 
in society and in the military environment during warfare has existed for thousands of years, 
from  the  use  of  opium  mixed  with  wine  in  ancient  Greece  to  the  rampant  use  of  
methamphetamine during World War II. Psychoactive substances were given to soldiers to 
maximize their effectiveness in an attempt to gain a tactical advantage on the battlefield.  
In these efforts, governments have often fostered veterans prone to serious drug abuse, 
leading to drug addiction. At the same time, many of these soldiers returned home and did 
not receive reliable support, proper follow-up, and continued to use drugs as a way to cope 
with their condition. Since the early twentieth century, historians and doctors have argued 
that the «army disease» of the Union and Confederate military formations was morphine 
addiction. 

The First World War not only contributed to the growth of cocaine and morphine 
consumption, but also gave rise to complex national drug control regimes. Tense 
public sentiment combined with the containment plan unleashed a «wave of bans» that 
swept through many states at war. At the same time, contrary to the goals pursued by 
zealots of sobriety, governments (with the exception of the American and Russian) 
provided their troops with regular rations of «liquid courage». In general, many 
combatants managed to survive the brutality of this truly industrial war and maintain 
their health thanks to the depressant effects of alcohol and tobacco, the most popular 
intoxicants of war. 

The article also highlights the problem of drug use among military personnel 
during the Vietnam War and its consequences. Two phases of drug use in Vietnam 
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have been identified — a period of increased marijuana use, followed by an influx  
of high-potency heroin in the 1970s, which eventually led to addiction in up to 1/5 of 
the servicemen. 

The Soviet army in Afghanistan also suffered from drug addiction. Drug use was 
so widespread that over 50% of Soviet personnel were regular drug users. 

So, the avalanche-like waves of drug addiction growth in human history were 
directly related to wars. The emergence of most narcotic drugs and psychotropic 
substances and their distribution around the world were either directly caused or 
exacerbated by the same armed conflicts. But it should be understood that the use of 
narcotics in war conditions is vital because of their important role of analgesics in 
relieving pain shock in severe injuries in order to preserve the health and life of 
military personnel. In addition, the extreme circumstances of war, constant stress in 
conditions of real mortal danger objectively cause deformation of the psyche of a 
combatant, which provokes the use of psychoactive drugs to preserve the 
psychological balance of soldiers. And it must be recognized that war creates an 
«optimal» set of conditions that seem to «erase» the line between necessary medical 
use and drug abuse. 

Keywords: drugs, army, war, psychological support of personnel. 


