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The War on Drugs in the United States
The war on drugs refers to the increased efforts by the government to minimize the use of illicit drugs internationally (Lopez, 2016). As such, the war on drugs is mainly aimed at reducing drug use by destroying and inhibiting the international drug trade, thus making drugs scarcer and costlier and making drug habits in the US unaffordable (Lopez, 2016). While the federal government supports the local efforts, the US offers international aid to other countries in fighting drug use (Lopez, 2016).  The war on drugs was first coined by President Richard Nixon in the 1970s following the surge of illicit drug use in the US during the 1960s (Lopez, 2016). President Nixon’s aide, John Ehrlichman, later admitted that the drug war was initiated by Nixon to target blacks by associating them with heroin since he considered them his main enemy (Drug Policy Alliance, 2020).
The US identifies drugs to be regulated or banned through the drug scheduling system (Lopez, 2016). This system, which is under the Controlled Substances Act, enlists five categories of controlled substances in schedules which signify the drugs’ medical values and potential for abuse (Lopez, 2016). While schedule 1 drugs have no medical value and a high potential for abuse, Schedule 2 drugs have a high potential for abuse but some medical value (Lopez, 2016). Subsequently, the drug’s potential for abuse generally decreases towards schedule 5 (Lopez, 2016).  These schedules help determine the criminal penalties for illicit drug possession and sales, although state governments can set up their criminal penalties and schedules for drugs as well (Lopez, 2016).
The war on drugs is not a racist incentive, although it has had more impact on minority races, especially the black community (Lopez, 2016). Black communities have higher chances of getting arrested and incarcerated for drug offences despite not being more likely to use and sell drugs (Lopez, 2016). Furthermore, drug sentences for black men were 13.1% longer than those for white men from 2007-2009, which implies that black offenders are given longer prison sentences (Lopez, 2016). Another racist impact of the war on drugs concerns the increased severity of punishment for illicit drugs that are more commonly used by blacks (Lopez, 2016). For instance, 28 grams of crack cocaine, which is more popular among blacks, has a minimum five-year mandatory sentence threshold (Lopez, 2016). On the other hand, it takes 500g powder cocaine, which is chemically similar to crack but more common among whites, to attract the same sentence threshold (Lopez, 2016). Accordingly, the war on drugs is criticized as racist (NPR, 2007).
The US criminal justice system has been significantly affected by the war on drugs which has led to more incarceration, seizures of private property, and militarization (Lopez, 2016). The US has progressively become the world leader in incarceration due to mass incarceration has massively strained the criminal justice system and led to a lot of overcrowding in US prisons (Lopez, 2016). Additionally, civil asset forfeitures have been increased to help tackle drug dealing organizations (Lopez, 2016). Fundamentally, civil asset forfeitures can be defined as the forfeitures which allow law enforcement agencies to take the organizations’ assets, cash in particular, and then use the gains to fund more anti-drug operations (Lopez, 2016). Moreover, the war on drugs has seen a huge expansion of law enforcement’s surveillance capabilities, including wiretaps and US mail searches (Lopez, 2016).
The war on drugs generates violence around the globe by creating a black market for illicit drugs that criminal organizations around the world can rely on for revenue that allow them to fund more violent activities (Lopez, 2016). The black-market supplies so much revenue that drug trafficking organizations can rival developing countries’ weak government institutions (Lopez, 2016). As such, the international efforts to stop drug trade have consistently displaced, not eliminated, drug trafficking and its associated violence to other countries (Lopez, 2016).  For instance, the war on drugs drove a lot of the activities to Central America, a region with extremely weakened systems (Lopez, 2016). Also, the drug war significantly contributed to the child migrant crisis that led to many refugees in the US due to increased violence in the children’s countries (Lopez, 2016).
The roots of the US war on drugs are based on their historical fears of immigrants and minority groups (Lopez, 2016). Fundamentally, the US began drug restrictions during the first half of the 20th century when racial and ethnic tensions were particularly high across the country (Lopez, 2016). Additionally, the federal prohibition of marijuana came during a period of national hysteria about the effect of the drug on Mexican immigrants and black communities (Lopez, 2016). Also, cocaine was attached in fear to black communities (Lopez, 2016). Subsequently, minority groups have received significantly harsher prison sentences for illegal drugs (Lopez, 2016).  Moreover, Nixon deliberately wanted to destabilize the black community through the drug war to advance his campaign (Drug Policy, 2020). Nonetheless, the war on drugs is also motivated by many people who are genuinely concerned about drugs’ effects on individuals and society (Lopez, 2016).
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