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The War on Drugs deals with all the vital issues we face today. The War on Drugs is controversial as it has implications for the size and scope of government, the status of civil liberties, the health of the society, crime, and potentially, the War on Terrorism. We all agree that drugs are bad but is the current strategy the most cost-effective and moral in combating the threat? Does tough law enforcement empower or marginalize criminals and drug dealers?


There are three sociological perspectives on the War on Drugs. Sociologists who subscribe to the Conflict Theory view this in the context of class warfare. They believe that the rich elite use the drug laws to oppress the lower class and minorities whom are more likely to be involved in the drug trade. Sociologists that follow this theory might cite statistics that show that a dramatically higher percentage of African-Americans are in prison, as opposed to whites. For example, in seven states, between 80 and 90 percent of all drug offenders in prison are African-American, and nationwide, 13X as many African-Americans are sent to prison for drug offenses than whites. One in every twenty African-American males over 18 years old is incarcerated, whereas the rate for white males over 18 years old is one in every 120.


The Interactionist Sociologists view the drug problem as emanating from the relationships people have, rather than from a desire to commit crime. They want to tackle it by addressing the societal factors that cause people to do drugs. Finally, the functionalist sociologists view drug users and dealers as not fulfilling their role in society and being responsible for causing unnecessary stress for the other elements of society.

The sheer cost of the War on Drugs is staggering. DrugSense.org keeps a running count of how much money is spent on the effort. When I looked at the counter on April 7, 2007 at 10:28 P.M., I found that $5,435,000,000 had been spent on the federal level and $8,343,000,000 on the state level, for a total of over $13.5 billion already this year with eight more months to go. Other statistics at the web site include that 429,247 people had been arrested for drug offenses this year, making 2007’s number of drug arrests likely to surpass the 1,678,192 arrests made last year. 42.6 percent of all drug arrests are related to marijuana in 2005. Since 1995, the U.S. prison population has grown by 43,266 inmates annually, one fourth of which are solely for drug convictions.


One would think that tough-on-spending conservatives would care more about the high monetary costs. According to the Office of National Drug Control Policy, the federal government alone spends $17 billion annually on the War on Drugs. Some groups suggest the number is higher, closer to $50 billion. There are nearly 2 million Americans in jail total, 22 to 33 percent of which is for drug offenses. Each inmate’s annual housing cost is $20,000.
 With the deficit so high and Republicans griping about the Bush Administration’s excessive spending, it is surprising that the right-wing isn’t for drug legalization. According to these statistics, drug legalization would immediately release around one-quarter of the inmates, making more prison space and reducing costs, while at the same time, reducing the scope of the federal government. One can also speculate on whether there’d be as much crime (and prisoners using up taxpayer funds) if the drugs were available on a venue besides the violent, unregulated black market and underground economy. Both civil liberties-concerned liberal Democrats and small-government conservatives should be able to unite on this issue.


Well-known conservative writer, William F. Buckley spoke to the New York Bar Association in the mid-1990s, where he announced his opposition to the War on Drugs. Part of his opening statement read, “We are speaking of a plague that consumes an estimated $75 billion per year of public money, exacts an estimated $70 billion a year from consumers, is responsible for nearly 50 per cent of the million Americans who are today in jail, occupies an estimated 50 per cent of the trial time of our judiciary, and takes the time of 400,000 policemen -- yet a plague for which no cure is at hand, nor in prospect.” His statement was published in the conservative National Review publication, when the staff came out against the War on Drugs. Four other conservative experts came out in that issue swinging against the War on Drugs. 
 He made a valid point I had never heard of in that paragraph, which is that half of the time of the judiciary is spent on drug cases. There have been some discussions in recent years in ways to make sure American citizens get their right to a “speedy trial.” Judge Andrew Napolitano of Fox News Channel over the summer was commenting on that news network about how to reform it through a series of complex changes. It appears that the War on Drugs is the primary problem overwhelming the judicial system, even more so that frivolous lawsuits.

The most common argument against drug legalization is that it will increase crime. An example of someone stating this belief would be the Clinton Administration’s drug czar General Barry McCaffrey who stated in 1998 that the per capita murder rate in the Netherlands was double that of the United States. He said their murder rate was 17.58 per every 100,000, whereas the United States rate was 8.22 per 100,000. The Dutch replied noting that General McCaffrey’s figure included both murder and attempted murder statistics. The Dutch’s murder rate was really 1.8 per 100,000, which was quite a bit lower than that of the United States.


Advocates of drug control argue that criminalizing drug use not only reduces drug use, but will cause less crime of other natures. As shown in the statistics in the Netherlands, this is simply not accurate. We’ve tried this strategy before during Prohibition when the United States government banned alcohol. This caused the price of alcohol to skyrocket, causing an underground black market economy that empowered the mobsters who challenged the power and authority of law enforcement and government. This may be excusable if it resulted in less crime, but it actually did the opposite.


According to economist Mark Thornton, during that same time property crimes went up 13%, homicide went up 16% and robbery went up 83%.
 Another researcher named Kirby Cundiff says that “the best theory of the primary cause of violent crime in the United States is a violent black market caused by the War on Drugs today, and Prohibition in the 1920s.”
 There is simply no argument that can be made that Prohibition reduced crime, nor that it reduced the consumption of the target product, in this case, alcohol. After all, consumption of alcohol was illegal, so no reliable statistics can be made.

Another argument made by drug control advocates is that it will protect the health of our society, but we don’t hear these same advocates calling for banning alcohol, cigarettes, fast food restaurants, or other products viewed as unhealthy. The law simply isn’t consistent. According to DrugLibrary.org, tobacco kills 390,000 people annually, “sidestream smoke from tobacco” kills 50,000, and alcohol kills about 80,000. Marijuana kills none. The web site provides a bar graph and the results show that all the illegal drugs combined kill 4,500 people per year, about one percent of the number of casualties due to alcohol and tobacco.
 


One good, and factually accurate, point drug control advocates make is the link to the War on Terrorism. Dr. Joseph D. Douglass Jr. wrote a scholarly book called Red Cocaine which outlined how the Soviet Union led its surrogates and allies in promoting organized crime, terrorist organizations and drug trafficking as part of a long-range strategy against the West. The plan began in 1967, and it incorporated Russia’s allies such as China, Cuba, Eastern Europe, and Russia’s Middle Eastern allies as well.  Using defector testimony, expert research and government documents, he makes a solid case that the Communist bloc actively established the drug trafficking networks that today are responsible for flooding our society with drugs.


The drug connection to our enemy does not end there. It is true that radical Islamic terrorist organizations like Al-Qaeda are funded by drugs. For example, in December 2003, the U.S. military captured three ships with drugs onboard for Al-Qaeda. The first ship carried two tons of hashish worth $10 million and was seized near the Straits of Hormuz. The other two ships seized sailed together and had 85 pounds of heroin worth $3 million and 150 pounds of methamphetamines worth $1.5 million.
 The Taliban in Afghanistan was also largely funded by its opium fields. Al-Qaeda uses the drug trade for funding in two ways. The first is that they charge traffickers to use their routes from Afghanistan into Iran, Pakistan, and the surrounding areas. The other method is when Al-Qaeda directly sells and ships the drugs themselves.


The terrorist organizations do use drug trafficking for revenue. The United States then has two roads it can take to shut off this source of financing: Tough enforcement, or legalization. However, tough enforcement means we’ll have to crack down on our allies. The Northern Alliance which helped us topple the Taliban in Afghanistan was also funded by opium, and is responsible for between one half and two thirds of Afghanistan’s GDP.
 We’ll never be successful there if we pull the plug on the economy. Tough enforcement also doesn’t work, as up to 90% of the drugs that enter the United States are not intercepted. 

Legalization, on the other hand, will help us take out the drug element that sponsors Al-Qaeda by dropping the prices. Expert James Bovard writes, “Government prohibitions make drug trafficking far more risky and far more profitable than it would otherwise be. The only reason that opium is more profitable for terrorists than beer is that the United States and other governments prohibit opium while tolerating beer.”


The War on Drugs should be shocking and opposed by liberals, conservatives, and libertarians. For liberals, it threatens civil liberties by regulating behavior that is inside the home and does not hurt other people. For conservatives, it dramatically increases the reach of the federal government and is a cause of excessive government spending. For libertarians, the War on Drugs will do all this, but also move the government out of our daily decisions like our Founding Fathers desired.


The War on Drugs should be opposed by Conflict Sociologists, Interactionist Sociologists, and Functionalist Sociologists. For the Conflict theorists, ending it would give minorities a better chance at success in achieving the American dream. For Interactionists, it will reduce the amount of dysfunctional relationships and societal conditions we have that cause drug use. It will take away the allure of drugs, and get rid of the underground world that infects our society. For Functionalists, it will allow members of society who make a bad decision to still contribute to the function of society as a whole. The laws won’t stop people from pursuing the natural learning process of trial-and-error by making mistakes, and will enable them to fulfill their individual responsibilities while serving society outside of a jail cell simultaneously. 

Functionalists and conservatives should view ending the War on Drugs as empower the influence of the family, not hurting the family. Author Joel Miller said it best in his book when he wrote:

“As a general rule, what the State does, the society quits doing. This is true for the poor (compare today’s stifling welfare to the boisterous pre-New Deal and Great Society charity industry), the elderly (think Social Security, which, pre-New Deal, somehow the elderly got along without thanks to family-care structures), even substance abusers (who were, before prohibition, mainly dealt with by physicians, church and family). But who needs the myriad private institutions, social conventions and cultural mores that previously dealt with problems when the government is ready, willing, and—optimists blush—able to take care of business? Seeing the resounding failure of the State’s tactics, it’s time we get back to cultural controls.”
 


That means ending the War on Drugs will increase the family and church values of charity, currently replaced by the government. Ending the War on Drugs, thus, should be a Functionalist perspective as well.


I have never tried drugs, not even marijuana, but I can see the benefits in legalizing drugs. The problems we propose to solve by the War on Drugs are actually increased by such efforts. The prohibition of drugs only makes the price of the product skyrocket, making it alluring for people who want (or need) quick cash. If you want to put the drug dealers (or even terrorists who sell drugs) out of business, legalize the drugs and watch the prices fall. If you’re concerned about the health risk posed by drugs, recognize that alcohol and tobacco is not banned, and is causing far more problems than drugs. Additionally, legalizing the drugs will allow private companies to produce the drugs and they will do so in the healthiest way, because believe it or not, drug abusers don’t get high simply because they want to hurt themselves. The private companies will want to sell the most product in order to make the most profit, and the product that will sell the most will be the least unhealthy. The private companies will compete in the marketplace to make the safest drugs, as opposed to drug dealers who compete in the marketplace using coercion and bribery to make the most addictive drugs. Drug consumers will feel much more comfortable buying a product where the ingredients are listed on the package, rather than from a drug dealer whose supplier is unknown, and whose drugs contain unknown contents.

Legalizing drugs will reduce the deficit, reduce the size of the federal government, free up space in the jails and judicial system, and will result in less crime. As demonstrated, the War on Drugs has no positive effect on crime, and likely increases it. Ask yourself, how many crimes were committed by those who had to get their drugs through violence and robbery? Should drugs be legalized, these people will need a car, not a gun and ski mask, to obtain their product. In an ideal world no one would do drugs, but it’s much wiser to incorporate these people into society rather than marginalize them and put them in a box where violence and robbery are unavoidable.


Most of the major issues we face today are connected to the War on Drugs. When we peal away the rhetoric, we are forced to face the fact that the War on Drugs has negatively impacted all these issues we’re trying to solve. In 2008, the Democrats are likely to nominate Hillary Clinton, Barack Obama, John Edwards or Bill Richardson. The Republicans are likely to nominate Rudy Giuliani, John McCain, Mitt Romney or Fred Thompson. None have revealed plans to dramatically reform (or preferably, abolish) the War on Drugs. The American people are very likely to nominate either the first woman, African-American, Hispanic, or Mormon as President. I for one would much rather have the first presidential candidate to recognize the pointlessness of the War on Drugs and decide to put our financial, judicial, law enforcement and intelligence efforts towards more productive causes.
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