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Ideas & Issues (leadershIP)

The attitudes about recreation-
al drug use are changing in 
America. Over the past de-
cade, a wave of legislation has 

swept through 23 states to legalize what 
was once considered a felony. Lobbyists’ 
dollars flowed into states selling citizens 
on the benefits of drug legalization. The 
main arguments center around medical 
benefits, eliminating the black market, 
tax revenue, and criminal justice con-
siderations. In every case, lobbyists sold 
legislators with “medical use” and even-
tually moved to legalize recreational use. 
This rhetorical pattern was created by 
a lobbying firm prior to the first legal-
ization effort in California and then 
repeated over and over again in other 
state legislatures. It has become so ef-
fective that 38 states now have legalized 
medical marijuana, and 23 states have 
legalized recreational drug use. Over the 
same period, fewer Marines are being 
separated for drug abuse. Since fiscal 
year 2018, a little less than 50 percent of 
the Marines who went to a separations 
board were separated from the Marine 
Corps.1 This article attempts to answer 
the question if state drug legalization ef-
forts have affected the views of Marines 
sitting on separations boards. 

Do Marines Still Believe in Zero Tol-
erance?
 The Marine Corps’ culture of zero 
tolerance toward drug use has been a 
cornerstone of its values and ethos.2 

However, with the gradual decriminal-
ization and legalization of recreational 

marijuana use in some states, the Ma-
rine Corps faces a unique challenge in 
maintaining this zero-tolerance policy. 
 The Commandant of the Marine 
Corps has publicly stated that the 
Corps loses 8,000 Marines each year 

to non-end of active service attrition.3 
From 2009–2019, the Corps lost 11,765 
Marines to drug and alcohol offenses.4 
Gen David Berger noted, “I am deeply 
troubled by the continued retention of 
Marines failing to adhere to our stan-
dards related to drug use.”5 As evidence, 
he cites that since 2018 almost 2,500 
Marines have tested positive for illegal 
drug use yet only 1,175 were separat-
ed.6 Information coming from several 
administrative separations’ boards 
shows that the “medical” marijuana 
rhetoric is being used as an excuse for 

confirmed drug use, even though any 
use violates the Marine Corps order.7 
MCO 1900.16, para 1004(4)(e) requires 
mandatory administrative separation 
processing if a Marine tests positive 
for any illegal drug. The Marine Corps 
does not recognize a doctor’s prescrip-
tion as a valid excuse for marijuana use. 
This is the case even when a Marine 
reservist is not in a drilling status.8 

The Staff Judge Advocate’s Office at 
4th MarDiv decided to take a deep ana-
lytical dive into every board notification 
and cases that went to a hearing over the 
past two years. We found that like most 
cultural phenomena, attitudes on drug 
use have ebbed and flowed, like a tide, 
they change quickly and retract with 
more time and data. When looking at 
the issue of drug use within a limited 
scope of time, things may appear to 
be a problem, but when looking back 
through history, it teaches us that the 
Marine Corps will be as strong as it has 
always been.

Changing Attitudes Toward Drug 
Use in Society
 Attitudes about the use of illegal 
drugs changed dramatically before 
and during the Vietnam War. There 
are numerous reasons including some 
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well-known like the prolific drug use 
around college campuses and the less 
well-known that many service mem-
bers were introduced and became ad-
dicted to illegal drugs while serving 
in Vietnam. The Army, for instance, 
supplied dextro-amphetamines in every 
soldier’s survival kit.9 “Dexies” as they 
were called were meant to assist soldiers 
to stay alert. Rarely were soldiers told 
about the potential side effects that in-
cluded anxiety, repetitive or obsessive 
behaviors, and amphetamine psychosis. 
Once members of the military arrived 
in Vietnam, they were also exposed to 
marijuana use in almost every village 
and town in the country.10 In many 
places, marijuana was cheaper and more 
prevalent than tobacco. As the war con-
tinued into the 1970s, the attitude of 
those fighting the war began to change. 
Many felt disillusioned, one soldier was 
quoted as saying, “The problem with 
this war is there’s nobody to hate.”11 

The soldiers ceased fighting and only 

sought to stay alive and even James Mac-
Gregor of the Wall Street Journal in the 
18 November 1969 issue cited that the 
desertion rate was double what it had 
been during the Korean War and that 
“the 23,000 men missing at that time 
were enough to constitute a full combat 
division.”12

 The disillusionment led to the drug 
problem getting so bad that in 1971 30 
percent of all Marines had used mari-
juana and narcotics (opium) during 
their tours of Vietnam.13 These num-
bers were up from a little more than 
one percent just two years prior.14 Of 
course, the Marine Corps initially re-
sponded by stating that the numbers 
were inaccurate, and the drug use was 
far less than was being reported by the 
media.15 But as more reports came out 
of Vietnam, the Marine Corps was 

proven correct that the numbers were 
inaccurate—but not in the way the 
Corps believed. Some units reported 
that upward of 80 percent of Marines 
had smoked or regularly smoked mari-
juana during their time on duty.16 In 
other words, not only were Marines 
using illegal drugs, but their use was 
while patrolling in Vietnam. One of 
the many reasons for the underreport-
ing was that hospital staff was trained 
to document symptoms of injuries like 
hepatitis, pneumonia, and personality 
disorders; not the cause of such condi-
tions which could often be traced to 
marijuana and opium use. Even when 
reporting deaths, there was no mecha-
nism for tracking deaths related to drug 
abuse, instead, they were categorized as 
“unknown.”17

 When those soldiers, sailors, and 
Marines finally came home from Viet-
nam they encountered a countercul-
ture on college campuses and in the 
public that embraced drug use. Peter 

Tosh sang a song to “Legalize it, And 
don’t criticize it, It’s good for the flu, 
good for asthma, good for tuberculo-
sis, even umara composis.” Songs like 
this were prevalent, and while none of 
these claims made in the song were true 
and umara composis is a made-up condi-
tion, it did not prevent statements like 
these from becoming mainstream argu-
ments for legalization. The legalization 
movement that began in the mid-70s 
led to New Mexico in 1978 being the 
first state to allow the medical use of 
marijuana in limited circumstances, 
and San Francisco in 1991 being the 
first city to allow medical marijuana 
dispensaries. Then in 1996, California 
became the first state to approve medi-
cal marijuana. The marketing related 
to marijuana being a medical product 
was used across the Nation to shape the 

laws and policies and the minds of the 
people from that time until today. The 
biggest problem though is that there is 
little evidence that marijuana has any 
medical properties. It is almost an un-
questioned assumption that can never 
be challenged. A review of the literature 
shows that marijuana has little medical 
benefit with significant side effects. 

Marijuana Has Little Medical Benefit
 Like many difficult issues, deeper 
analysis is required to understand the 
nuances. Statements like “marijuana 
is medicinal” or “marijuana assists pa-
tients with PTSD” require a level of 
analysis that cannot fit on a billboard 
or campaign notice. To determine if 
these statements are true, we must look 
at the standards of proof, the evidence 
in support, and the results of the long-
term studies. Marijuana is made up of 
two main components: THC and CBD. 
THC is the psychoactive ingredient that 
gets people high, however, THC from 
the 1960s is not the same THC that is 
sold today. Over the past 70 years, the 
average amount of THC in a cigarette 
has gone from less than one percent to 
over 20 percent today.18 This is mainly 
attributable to genetic modification and 
lab-created marijuana. In the 1960s, 
the marijuana sold and smoked grew 
outside; today, it is harvested in large 
indoor labs overseen by PhDs. These 
labs can extract almost pure THC from 
a plant and include it in many products 
including cookies, brownies, gummies, 
and various other products. While the 
products appear to be innocent, the 
amount of THC can be upwards of 40 
to 50 percent, making these products es-
sentially poison.19 The poison has been 
shown to cause a host of problems in-
cluding links to violence and psychosis. 
 A 2013 paper in the Journal of In-
terpersonal Violence used data from a 
federal survey of more than 12,400 
American high school students to ex-
amine the link between alcohol, mari-
juana, and aggression.20 The research-
ers’ initial hypothesis was that alcohol 
increased violence while marijuana 
reduced it. Instead, they found that 
students who had recently used mari-
juana were more than three times as 
likely to be physically aggressive as those 

Statements like “marijuana is medicinal” or “mari-
juana assists patients with PTSD” require a level of 
analysis that cannot fit on a billboard or campaign 
notice.
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who abstained from both. A 2016 pa-
per in Psychological Medicine examined 
marijuana use and criminal behavior 
among 400 boys in London who were 
followed for 40 years. The paper found 
that marijuana use was associated with 
a ninefold increase in violent behavior 
even after adjusting for other variables. 
There are numerous papers and stud-
ies that have confirmed these statistics 
from countries around the world. The 
studies do not just show a link between 
marijuana use and violence, there is 
also a link between marijuana use and 
psychosis. A 2010 paper entitled, “As-
sociation Between Cannabis Use and 
Psychosis-Related Outcomes Using Sib-
ling Pair Analysis in a Cohort of Young 
Adults,” Archives of General Psychiatry, 
showed using cannabis at age 15 raised 
the risk of hallucinations by almost 3 
times at age 21.21 Another 2011 paper 
in Addiction followed 591 participants 
in Switzerland and found that using 
cannabis regularly in adolescence raised 
the risk of paranoid ideas by 2.6 times. 
JAMA Psychiatry in 2018 found that 
teenage cannabis use roughly tripled 
the risk of psychotic symptoms
 It is not just the studies that show 
conclusively that marijuana use has 
no medicinal benefits to U.S. service 
members. The anecdotal evidence from 
America’s longest wars confirms the evi-
dence from the studies. The war in Viet-
nam lasted for about twenty years from 
1955–1975. As the war inched closer to 
its second decade, it almost grounded to 
a halt. Those fighting on the ground lost 
hope and purpose, so they sought out 
ways to deal with the pointlessness of 
the war. In 1967, reports of drug abuse 
began to be reported by the American 
media. John Steinbeck IV, son of Grapes 
of Wrath author, served as a war cor-
respondent with Armed Forces Radio 
and wrote an article for The Washing-
tonian in 1968 entitled, “The Impor-
tance of Being Stoned in Vietnam.”22 

In the article, Mr. Steinbeck discusses 
the prevalence of marijuana use where 
he estimated about 75 percent use the 
drug, “The question comes up, ‘How 
many Americans in Vietnam smoke this 
ancient weed, and why, and when?’ The 
answer, in order, is that most (seventy-
five percent) young soldiers smoke it, 

for all sorts of reasons, all the time.”23 

If the drug has a benefit, there would 
be some evidence of that benefit in the 
Marines and soldiers returning from 
the Vietnam War. They did not return 
home in a better mental state than when 
they left. Certainly, the use of drugs was 
not the only factor in the deteriorating 
mental conditions of the returning ser-
vice members but there are no reports 
that units who smoked marijuana in 
the field experienced less post-traumatic 
stress.
 Even with these statistics and hun-
dreds of studies over the past 100 years, 
people still tend to hold onto their be-
liefs about drugs and marijuana use. 

The big question is—are personal opin-
ions changing the results of separation 
boards? Based upon the data the answer 
is: no. 

Drug Use Attitudes Are Not Affect-
ing Separations Boards
  Information coming from 4th 
MarDiv shows that attitudes about mar-
ijuana and drug use are not affecting 
separations for drug abuse.24 Here is the 
data: between January 2022 and April 
2023, there were 750 Marines notified 
for processing (non-Covid-19 related).25 
One hundred Marines were notified of 
a separation based upon drug abuse and 
68 of those waived their board.26 

~750 4MARDIV Marines (not including COVID-19 related cases)
were notified of separation processing between January 2022 and April 2023

500 (67%)
Unsatisfactory 
Participation

100 (13%)
Drug Abuse

150 (20%)
Other Basis

Bases for Separation                 Drug Abuse Outcomes

68% 
of Marines 
notified for 
Drug Abuse 
waived their 

AdSep boards

(63 OTH, 4 Gen, 1 Hon)

Other Than Honorable 
Discharge (80%)

General 
(10%)

Retain 
(6%)

Honorable 
(1%)

No Basis
(2%)

Eighty percent of all Marines notified of separation for drug abuse received an other than 
honorable discharge. (Figure provided by author.)

Board Results by 4MARDIV MSCs 
14th Marine Regiment
• 2 Retained, 2 General, 2 OTH
• Drug Abuse = 1 Retain, 2 

General, 1 OTH

23d Marines
• 1 No Basis, 2 Retained
• Drug Abuse = 2 Retained

24th Marines
• 1 Retained, 2 OTH 
• All of these were for drug abuse 

25th Marine Regiment
• 2 No Basis, 1 Retained, 5 

General, 3 OTH (1 suspended)
• Drug Abuse = 1 No Basis, 1 

Retained, 4 General, 1 OTH 

3rd Force
• 1 No Basis
• Drug Abuse = 1 No Basis

4th AAB
• No data or 0 boards

4th Recon
• No data or 0 boards

4th CEB
• 2 Retained (no drugs)

4th LAR
• 2 Retained (1 Drug 

Abuse)

Here are the actual administrative separation board results for the 4th MarDiv MSCs from 
January 2022 through April 2023. (Figure provided by author.)
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 Of the 100 drug abuse notifications, 
63 resulted in an other-than-honorable 
discharge, there were four general dis-
charges, one honorable discharge, and 
two boards found no basis. 

Conclusion
 The Marine Corps’ culture of zero 
tolerance has been a crucial aspect of its 
commitment to discipline, readiness, 
and combat effectiveness. However, the 
changing legal landscape surrounding 
recreational marijuana use presents the 
Marine Corps with complex challenges. 
Balancing evolving societal attitudes 
toward marijuana with the need to up-
hold military readiness and discipline 
requires thoughtful consideration and 
adaptable policies. Through education, 
leadership, and robust drug screening 
procedures, the Marine Corps has and 
continues to navigate these challenges 
while maintaining its core values and 
mission success. Nonetheless, striking 
this balance will necessitate ongoing 
analysis, collaboration, and evaluation 
to ensure the Marine Corps remains 
a formidable and disciplined force, 
true to its zero-tolerance ethos. Most 
importantly, the data unequivocally 
shows that the Marine Corps has not 
succumbed to the drug culture. Atti-
tudes around recreational use of drugs 
are certainly changing as states continue 
to legalize use. But as with most things, 
every action has an equal reaction, and 
the reaction will lead to an increased 

number of eligible Marines choosing 
against recreational drug use. These are 
the Marines who will lead the Marine 
Corps into continued success.
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Unit Example: Truck Company, 25th Marines

1 
Retained

1 
No Basis

3 
General Under 

Honorable 
Discharges

Boards Completed January 2022 to 17 February 2023

Initially, Truck Company appeared to be an outlier with two of five boards resulting in a no 
basis finding or retention. (Figure provided by author.)


