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Whether as medicine or for recreation, marijuana is used by relatively few Americans, yet, in
recent years, a growing number of states have attempted to legalize the drug. To that end,
this dissertation addresses three important puzzles related to marijuana legalization in the
United States: 1) How did discourse around the issue of marijuana evolve? 2) How can we
explain the rapid rise in the passage ballot initiatives dedicated to marijuana legalization?
And 3) why are some places more supportive of legalization than others? The analysis
presented in the dissertation focuses on the American states from 1990 to 2000; a period
of increased political and discursive attention to marijuana. I develop a theory about how
support for contentious issues evolves. First, I find that the marijuana issue has become
increasingly characterized as a distributive rather than morality policy. Second, I find that
electoral competition, liberal voting, and policy legacies contribute to quicker adoption of
those legalization initiatives. Beyond these standard theoretical arguments, I demonstrate
that legalization was adopted more rapidly in states where marijuana was reframed as a
distributive policy — places with higher positive discourse about marijuana and those with
increasing discourse about marijuana’s “revenue” benefits. Finally, this research also sheds
light on the clustering of support for legalization. I argue that segregation of residents who
may be more likely to oppose marijuana (e.g. parents) from others, creates a situation in

which those groups come into less frequent contact, and thus develop lower stakes in the
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other’s perception of marijuana. This spatial distribution of oppositional groups reduces
the fears associated with the perceived negative consequences of exposure to marijuana, and

increases local level support for legalization.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The sex fiend is a progressive criminal. He often begins with annoyances. He progresses to the
sending of obscene letters, or exhibitionism. One finds him “annoying” children, or following
women. For all these things, he often is merely fined, or given “orders to leave town,” or pun-
ished by a short jail sentences — none of which deters him in the slightest degree from other
and more serious offenses. And every sex criminal is a potential murderer.

It should be determined, for instance, to what extent the recently widespread use of marijuana,
or American hashish, has been responsible for the sex crime.

Thus, a tremendous force may now be exerted toward the eradication of a drug which violently

affects sex impulses.1

The above quote, appearing in the Los Angeles Times in the fall of 1937, marked the be-
ginning of a campaign, led by Harry J. Anslinger, to make marijuana illegal in America.
Journalistic accounts like these resulted in marijuana being conflated with fear. Terms like
criminal, immoral, and deviant were often used, and it was assumed that marijuana was
a danger to society. These associations between marijuana and fear or danger ultimately
resulted in the Marihuana Tax Act of 1937 — which outlawed the possession, sale, use use
of marijuana in the United States — as well as subsequent state and federal legislation that

increased penalties on marijuana use.

'Hoover, J Edgar. September 26, 1937. “WAR ON THE SEX CRIMINAL!” Los Angeles Times.



While early discussions of marijuana were usually negative and sensationalistic, nearly half

a century later, the tone of coverage to had begun to change:

In 1998, President Bill Clinton signed a provision that made people temporarily or permanently
ineligible for federal financial aid depending on how many times they had been arrested and
convicted of a drug offense... the effect was real and devastating: the people most in need of
financial aid were also being the most targeted for marijuana arrests and were therefore the
most at risk of being frozen out of higher education.

Why would Democrats support a program that has such a deleterious effect on their most loyal

constituencies? The fact that they are ruining the lives of hundreds of thousands of black and
Hispanic men... barely seems to register.

It is clear that criminalizing it has made it a life-ruining racial weapon. When will politicians
have the courage to stand up, acknowledge this fact and stop allowing young minority men to

be collateral damage?2

As the example above illustrates, by the end of the twentieth century, editorials criticizing
the criminalization and prohibition of marijuana were more frequent, as were those that
encouraged the legalization of marijuana (Mosher and Akins 2019). What is more, public
opinion on marijuana had also changed. According to Gallup polls, public support in regards
to marijuana for medical purposes had was around 75 percent of Americans, and around one-
third supported marijuana legalization for recreation (Gillespie 2001; McMurray 2003). By
2013, American public support for marijuana legalization surpassed 50 percent (Gallup 2013).
Although public support has risen steadily during this time, few, if any, legislators had taken
up the marijuana issue. Instead, despite federal prohibition, the issue was taken up in several
states by way of the ballot initiative. In fact, several medical marijuana initiatives were
placed on statewide ballots in the 1990s and 2000s, most notable of which was California’s
1996 Proposition 215, which served as an early success story of citizen-initiated changes in

marijuana policy.

What is puzzling about the case of marijuana is the disparity between increasing efforts to

legalize, in the face of such a small group of Americans who actually use the substance.

2Blow, Charles M. October 23, 2010. “Smoke and Horrors” New York Times.



According to Gallup data, as of 2013, only seven percent of Americans reported regular use
of marijuana, and had risen to only 13 percent by 2016 (McCarthy 2016). Why, then, have

efforts to legalize taken off?

This dissertation focuses on how marijuana legalization as an issue has evolved between
1990 and 2016, the period of increased discursive and political attention to the issue. Un-
derstanding marijuana policy change is important for substantive reasons described above.
Yet, there are also theoretical reasons to understand how and why this type of policy has
continued to gain traction in the United States. Marijuana legalization, for one, cannot be
categorized easily into traditional policy typologies. As I explain below, we may need to
think of the ways in which policies are fluid, and may be more or less likely to gain support
as they become linked with traditional policy types. Explaining policy typologies will help
in understanding what type of policy marijuana is, and thus, how this type of policy can

undergo change.

1.1 What Type of Policy is Marijuana Legalization

A great deal of the public policy literature focuses on categorizing policies. Most of this
work stems from Lowi (1964, 1969), who argues that policy issues have their own politi-
cal structures. In this oft-cited work, Lowi (1964) provides three ideal-types — distributive,
redistributive, and regulatory policies. Distributive policies are those that relate to state
spending for public works, such as buildings, bridges, highways, and the like. These policies
often operate in the form of taxes, where costs are beared by many people, and funds are
allocated towards projects that also benefit many people. Redistributive policies, on the
other hand, operate in the form of reallocation from one group to another, or from many
individuals to those most disadvantaged. Examples include social security, welfare, unem-

ployment insurance, and policies that promote civil rights and equality (Hicks 1999; Korpi



1983). For this reason, redistributive policies often encounter fierce resistance by organized
interests like business (Amenta and Halfmann 2000; Amenta and Elliott 2019). Finally, Lowi
(1964) includes the regulatory policy. Regulatory policies are those that impose restrictions
and rules on the economy, such as setting minimum wages, work-related constraints, and

water and air pollution standards.

Because the classifications developed by Lowi (1964) center on economic issues, scholars have
identified similarly regulatory policies that do not fit within the traditional framework: those
that impose restrictions on personal conduct and behavior, also known as morality policies
(Mooney and Schuldt 2008). This outgrowth was the result of the Lowi (1964) classifications
centering on economic issues, and other political issues not being able to be classified within
the traditional framework (Mooney and Schuldt 2008). Morality policies are those which
involve conflicts over what is “right” and what is “wrong” along a “particular set of values”
(Mooney 1999:675), and necessarily include advocates on each side of the conflict. Most
notable among morality policies are those relating to abortion and homosexuality (Camo-
breco and Barnello 2008; Haider-Markel 1996; Haider-Markel and Meier 1996), pornography
(Brisbin Jr. 2001; Smith 2001), as well as policies relating to gambling and state lotteries
(Pierce and Miller 2004; Von Herrmann 2002; Pierce and Miller 1999; Berry and Berry 1990).
The introduction of morality policy as a possible classification has enabled to scholars to cat-
egorize issues that failed to fully fit within the Lowi (1964) framework, as well as inspired
research on identifying particular subcategories of morality policies, such as those issues that
relate to sexual behavior (e.g. gay marriage, pornography), addictive behavior (e.g. alcohol,
drugs and tobacco, gambling, lotteries), life and death (e.g. abortion, death penalty), and

freedoms (e.g. gun control) (Mooney 2001).

In addition to creating new categories of policy typologies, scholars have called into question
the ability to categorize any policy as belonging wholly to any one ideal type (Greenberg
et al. 1977; Roh and Berry 2008; Spitzer 1987; Steinberger 1980). This problem also persists



with subcategorizing policies within the morality framework. Abortion, for example, which
is understood as a “life and death” issue, can also be viewed as a “sexual behavior” issue.
Similarly, pornography can be simultaneously understood as both a “sexual behavior” and
“addictive behavior” issue. In fact, as Meier (2001) argues, many morality policies are multi-
dimensional across larger policy typologies, and cannot be simply classified as solely morality
policy (Meier 2001; Spitzer 1995). Roh and Berry (2008), for example, find that the issue
of abortion is mainly a morality policy, but over time, increasingly included language that
centered on state funding for abortions. This shift has led scholars to reclassify the abortion
issue as both a morality as well as a redistributive policy — strong restrictions on the ability
of individuals to obtain an abortion, but money from one group is used to fund abortions
for another group (Roh and Berry 2008; Meier and McFarlane 1993). These findings suggest
that morality policies often contain dimensions of other policies the Lowi (1964) typologies,

and that this multidimensionality may be fluid over time.

Characteristic of morality policy is the role of organized interests. Indeed, passage of or
changes in morality issues are often the result of public opinion (Geer 1996), religious groups
(Morgan and Meier 1980; Fairbanks 1977), and advocacy organizations on both sides of
the issue (Haider-Markel and Meier 1996; Mooney 1999; Roh and Berry 2008). To varying
degrees, changes in morality policies can result from a combination of public opinion, religious
groups, and advocacy organizations. For example, research on same-sex marriage has found
that passage occurred in places with higher numbers pro gay social movement organizations,
supportive public opinion, and places with fewer evangelicals (Baunach 2012; Soule 2004).
While instructive for understanding factors that contribute to changes in marijuana policy,
it is important to identify some similarities and distinctions between marijuana as a morality

issue, and other kinds of morality issues.

Research on alcohol policy provides insight into conditions that may make particular morality

policies more or less likely to “succeed” or “fail.” From the formation of the Union, through



the turn of the 20** Century, alcohol constituted a substantial portion of social and economic
life in the States (Aaron and Musto 1981; Andrews and Seguin 2015). Yet, by the 1820s, tem-
perance organizations had mobilized a large national membership base that often centered
on religious values that attempted to prohibit alcohol consumption (Gusfield 1963; Skocpol
et al. 2000; Andrews and Seguin 2015; Young 2002; Beisel 1997). Temperance organizations
aimed their efforts at converting Church congregations towards their cause, and worked with
state and county political apparatuses to pursue national prohibition (Blocker 1989). This
example illustrates the pressure required to gain support for prohibition — advocates had
to overcome both the widespread social value of drinking, as well as convince policymakers
and the public of the negative consequences of drinking, irrespective of all of the economic
benefits alcohol provided. In the end, this effort was a key factor in the proposal, ratification,

and passage of the Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.

With these frameworks in mind, we get a sense of how policy change occurs. First, public
opinion is critical for policy change. This may explain why the vast mobilization of tem-
perance groups was required to push for prohibition — they had to overcome the widespread
use and public support of alcohol consumption. Many scholars of same-sex marriage and
abortion rights find that policy change resulted from the combination of mobilization and
rising public opinion (Rohlinger 2002; Zucker 1999; Carmines and Woods 2002; Halfmann
2011; Schnabel and Sevell 2017). Some morality issues, however, have small constituencies
and, therefore, often lack mobilization. Issues like gambling and lotteries are a prime exam-
ple. Given that few people engage in lotteries or gambling, what explains the adoption of
these kinds of policies? Researchers have found that, for instance, state lotteries are adopted
more rapidly when they are framed as a means to generate revenue for various programs and
services (Mikesell and Zorn 1986; Berry and Berry 1990). These works imply that, when
a morality policy issue lacks mobilization, reframing the issue to align more closely with
“distributive” policy goals — a policy that imposes taxes and fees on goods and services for

the purpose of widespread use — may yield increasing success in terms of its adoption.



Given these frameworks, I make three main claims about the adoption and support for
marijuana legalization. First, I argue that morality policies can change in framing over time.
I explore this framing by analyzing discourse about marijuana. Second, I argue that morality
issues will have greater likelihood of adoption when their characteristics become more closely
aligned with traditionalist policy typologies. I find that, for marijuana policy, this occurred
by way of the issue’s framing as a revenue-generating policy. That is, when morality policies
can signal their potential to generate (rather than require) revenue for other programs and
services, it may be more likely to be adopted. For the adoption of marijuana legalization,
I argue that reframing the issue away from “morality” and as a “distributive” policy, will
increase the policy’s rate of passage. Finally, given that morality policies usually include
antagonistic groups that view the issue as either good or bad, I argue that, when these
oppositional groups are separated from one another, we are likely to see increased support
for legalization. This project aims to fill gaps in the policy literature as well as academic
inquiry on marijuana by explaining how and why changes in the cultural, political, and

structural landscape have contributed to changes marijuana policy in since 1990.

1.2 A General History of Marijuana

Bonnie and Whitebread II (1970) provide an extensive legal and social history of marijuana
in the United States, which I draw from here. The history of marijuana can be divided into
four phases. First, the period between 1915 and 1930 was marked by the ascendancy of
alcohol prohibition and thus marijuana prohibition mirrored some of the same processes of
the prohibition of alcohol. During the second phase, from about 1932 to 1937, the drug was
suppressed both nationally and sub-nationally. Although the 1940s were relatively silent, in
the third phase, the 1950s, there was an escalation of penalties surrounding marijuana use

and possession. The final phase, from around 1965 and beyond, has been characterized by



public debate about marijuana prohibition and support for legalization. Below, I describe

the various characteristics of each phase.

According to some scholars, initial legislation around marijuana occurred in a vacuum (Bon-
nie and Whitebread II 1970). The first marijuana users were medical addicts. In the nine-
teenth century, Civil War hospitals used opium and morphine to deal with combat injuries,
which created a widespread epidemic of postwar addicts, which ultimately led to increased
“street” use — people seeking drugs without prescription. Physicians thus became concerned

with growing use and argued for stricter regulation on drugs.

These factors converged in the Harrison Act of 1914. The Harrison Act, a taxation measure,
required the registration and payment by persons importing, producing, or selling opium,
cocaine, heroin, or their derivatives. For those not complying, penalties included fines of
up to $2,000 and/or five years of imprisonment. This essentially cut off the supply for the
drug, and restricted access to only medical personnel who complied, which also led to the
closure of hospitals and rehabilitation facilities. The Harrison Act thus fostered an image of
the degenerate dope fiend. By shutting off the supply, addicts had to turn underground, and
price-inflated underground drugs often led users to turn towards criminal activity to sustain
their habit, and this activity inevitably invoked in the public a hysteria around the dope
user. Given this hysteria, between 1914 to 1931, most states had enacted narcotics laws
— but these laws also included restrictions on cannabis (Bonnie and Whitebread II 1970).
However, according to Bonnie and Whitebread II (1970), there was little evidence of public
concern about, interest in, or opinion on marijuana, specifically. Yet, why did some states

work to prohibit marijuana when it went relatively unnoticed by the public or legislators?

These scholars argue that the prominent reason for banning marijuana was racial prejudice.
State level restrictions on marijuana were concentrated in western and southern states, where
increasing numbers of Mexican-Americans immigrants were settling, and immigrants were

the primary users of the drug. Much like the Klan of the 1920s, whose support for alcohol



prohibition stemmed from a desire to curb the restrict the behaviors of Irish and Catholic
immigrants (McVeigh 2009; Andrews and Seguin 2015), legislative prohibition of marijuana

was designed to restrict the “deviant” behaviors of Mexican migrants.

Various state legislatures, during this time, began including marijuana in their narcotics
legislation (e.g. Utah in 1915, Texas and New Mexico in 1923). In 1914, for example, New
York passed the Boylan Bill, which was later amended to include cannabis indica (New York
Times 1914). The argument was, given the limited access to alcohol after Prohibition, and
to cocaine and opium after the passage of the Harrison Act, marijuana had to be prohibited
to keep prior addicts from switching to it as a substitute. The concern over marijuana was
primarily related to a fear that its use would spread, especially amongst whites. In fact,

media coverage attempted to link racial minorities and criminality with marijuana use.

For example, on April 16, 1929, the Denver Post printed a story about a Mexican man who

murdered his step-daughter:

“You smoke marihuana?”
C(YeS”
The Mexican said he had been without the weed for two days before the killing

of his step-daughter.

During this first phase, many who committed violent crimes often blamed their actions on
the effects of marijuana, which ultimately resulted in the moniker of “killer weed” (Rusby
et al. 1930). In fact, in their study of marijuana, Hayes and Bowery (1933) called for stricter
penalties on marijuana, stating that during the exhilaration phase of the drug, the user is

likely to have increased sexual desires and will commit acts of violence and murder.

According to Bonnie and Whitebread II (1970), during the 1930s, there was sufficient public

support for drinking, especially amongst the middle class, which effectively led to the reversal



of alcohol prohibition. Yet, during this same time, although public opinion against marijuana
had not yet crystallized, laws prohibiting marijuana were quickly enacted, in the absence of

public opinion on marijuana.

Given the lack of uniformity in the states’ laws on narcotics or control over interstate crime,
there was Congressional interest in developing a “Uniform Narcotic Drug Act.” In late 1927,
the National Commissioners on Uniform State Laws began drafting such a law which, without
explanation, included cannabis as a habit forming drug (Bonnie and Whitebread II 1970).
By 1932, the Commissioners were instructed that any state wishing to restrict the sale and
possession of marijuana simply had to add it to the list of narcotic drugs (Terry and Pellens

1928).

Accordingly, Bonnie and Whitebread I (1970) report the following:

Use of the drug was still slight and confined to underprivileged or fringe groups who had no
access either to public opinion or to the legislators. The middle class had little knowledge and
even less interest in the drug and the legislation. Passage of the [Uniform Narcotics] Act in
each state was attended by little publicity, no scientific study and even more blatant ethnic
aspersions than the earlier laws. In short, the laws went unnoticed by legal commentators, the

press and the public at large, despite the propagandizing efforts of the Bureau of Narcotics.

In sum, during the first phase, public opinion was inoperative, given that the group of peo-
ple using was so small and inaccessible. Yet, in the absence of public opinion, lawmakers
still worked to make marijuana illegal. Legislators often relied on sensationalist journalist
and police accounts, which associated marijuana with crime. Because marijuana was used
mainly by Mexican immigrants in the South and West, and by Blacks in the East, legisla-
tors preoccupation with prohibiting marijuana may have reflected public hostility towards
minority groups. Legislation, therefore, may have reflected public antipathy to any deviant
tendencies of minority groups, and legislators’ desire to suppress or assimilate them. That
marijuana prohibition occurred simultaneously with alcohol prohibition signals legislators

preoccupation with intoxicants of any kind.
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By 1935, most Americans still knew little, if anything, about marijuana. According to their
analysis of media coverage in the late 1930s, Bonnie and Whitebread 11 (1970) find that there
was little-to-no media attention given to the possession, sale, and distribution of marijuana
— and therefore, no public outcry for prohibition. What little information was filtered to the
middle class was generated by sporadic and sensationalist campaigns by local newspapers
that played on ethnic prejudices against Mexicans, and blamed increased use on unrestricted

Mexican immigration (Bonnie and Whitebread II 1970).

For all that the Uniform Narcotic Control Act attempted to do for similarities across states,
they still lacked proper enforcement. Although, under the Act, states were dealing with
the marijuana “problem” effectively, federal laws were nevertheless the solution suggested
by Anslinger. During this time, Anslinger began a moral crusade against marijuana, using
newspapers and propaganda to boost support for a law that would prohibit marijuana: The
Marihuana Tax Act of 1937 (King 2006; Anslinger 1932). When testifying in favor of the
Marihuana Tax Act of 1937, Commissioner Anslinger used these sensationalistic examples
of attacks by minorities (supposedly) under the influence of marijuana, as evidence in favor
of prohibition. Thus, whatever publicity the marijuana “problem” received during the 1930s
was attributable to Commissioner Anslinger and the Bureau’s campaign that disseminating
propaganda. Although the Bureau is not the sole reason for prohibition against marijuana,

it did quicken the pace of federal prohibition.

During the Tax Act Hearings (on H.R. 6385 1937) in front of the 75" Congress, Anslinger
relied on horror story accounts of criminal activity by those under the influence of marijuana,
studies linking the drug to the population of inmates in Louisiana jails, and experimentation
on dogs as justification for the Tax Act. In the end, after five days of hearings, H.R. 6385
was redrafted (as H.R. 6906), confirmed on May 11, 1937, and signed into law on August
2, 1937 by President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Under the Act, possession of marijuana, plus

failure to produce the required tax stamp documentation was evidence of criminal activity.

11



The only way in which someone could possess marijuana was to purchase tax stamps that

enabled the possession and sale.

In the early 1930s, many states had enacted marijuana prohibition of their own. By 1932,
however, the Uniform Narcotic Drug Act, which aimed to make similar all states’ nar-
cotics legislation, included prohibitions on marijuana alongside those for opium, cocaine,
and heroin. At the same time, the Federal Bureau of Narcotics began an educational cam-
paign against narcotic drugs, which included marijuana. After the passage of the Uniform
Act, the Bureau put the full weight its propaganda machine on criminalizing marijuana —
generating a feeling amongst members of Congress that federal prohibition was necessary.
Yet still, during this time, because so few people used the drug, public opinion on marijuana

remained dormant while Congress shepherded in the Marijuana Tax Act of 1937.

The Bureau took advantage of racialized sentiments to criminalize the drug through pro-
hibitive legislation as a way to preserve cultural homogeneity in America. The Bureau was
able to use legislation to prohibit the conduct of minority groups, which created the pre-
sumption of their immorality because they were violating laws. Moreover, many of these
laws were purportedly designed to “protect” new immigrants and minority groups from in-
hibiting their own success in America (Bonnie and Whitebread 11 1970). Yet, assimilation by
way of restricted behavior was ultimately designed to protect the supposed superior White
American way from“contamination” — succeeding generations of immigrants and minorities
were viewed as needing to be assimilated as quickly as possible for fear of posing a threat to

the dominant order.

The 1950s was characterized by extremist policies on drugs, and on marijuana in particular
(Bonnie and Whitebread IT 1970). The public opinion process that had been dormant in the
first two phases was now set in motion: during the 1940s, there was an increase in narcotic
drug abuse, both from teenagers, as well as those who returned from the war in need of

drugs to deal with their ailments. Therefore, the cultural milieu was ripe for anti-narcotic

12



propaganda.

During this time, there was a growth in the study of psychology of fear and conformity, which
led to the repression of political and cultural deviation. The emergence of McCarthyism set
this train in motion, and the Bureau used the “Second Red Scare” as fuel for their propaganda
machine (Bonnie and Whitebread I1 1970). With the emergence of the LaGuardia report (see
Newhart and Dolphin 2019 for description of the report), which concluded that marijuana
possessed no known harms to the individual, the Bureau altered their propaganda — instead of

fostering criminal activity, marijuana was argued to be a stepping stone to heroin addiction.

Notwithstanding the increased attention to drug possession and the increased efficacy of
drug law enforcement (Anslinger 1951), Congress used the increase in the number of drug
violations and the number of drug addicts as justification for increasing penalties on those
violations. As such, in 1951, Congress responded by passing the Boggs Act. In his arguments
for harsher penalties included in the Boggs Act (as cited in Bonnie and Whitebread IT 1970),

Anslinger stated that:

Short sentences do not deter. In districts where we get good sentences the traffic does not
flourish...

There should be a minimum sentence for the second offense... if there were a minimum sentence

of 5 years without probation or parole, I think it would just about dry up the traffic

When ultimately passed, the Boggs Act include uniform penalties for all drug violations,
including mandatory prison time of 2 to 5 years (first offense), 5 to 10 years (second offense),
and 10 to 20 years (for all subsequent offenses), as well as a mandatory $2,000 fine for
each offense. The Act also removed the discretion of judges by establishing that anyone
committing a second or subsequent offense could not have their sentence suspended, nor

could they be granted parole.

Almost immediately after the passage of the Boggs Act, the narcotics problem in the United

13



States dropped almost entirely. Yet, state and federal authorities argued that further in-
creases in penalties would eliminate the drug menace. Congress responded in 1956 by passing
the Narcotic Control Act. The new law increased the fine for all narcotics offenses to $20,000,
and increased mandatory minimum sentences for first and all successive violations to 2 years

(prescription violation), 5 years (registration violation), and 10 years (possession violation).

Overall, in the 1950s, given the growing numbers of people using and abusing drugs, espe-
cially amongst Veterans, there was public interest in narcotics as well as increased public
knowledge about marijuana. During this decade, the Bureau continued to release propaganda
on marijuana, and called for harsher penalties for those presumed morally and socially de-
viant. Congress then responded with the Boggs Act, which established mandatory minimum
sentences, and fines. At the same time, the Bureau replaced the older narrative of “marijuana
as a producer of criminal activity” with a new “gateway drug” narrative, that implied that
marijuana use was simply a stepping stone towards use of harsher, more dangerous drugs.
This propaganda, and work with congress to eliminate marijuana peaked in 1956 with the

Narcotic Control Act. Therefore, by 1956, marijuana possession was a federal felony.

There was a dramatic increase in marijuana use during the 1960s. There was a subsequent
growth in the prosecution of individuals using the drug, which therefore increased visibility
of the drug “problem.” The latter part of the 1960s saw a growth in dissent against political
and legal systems, as more people began to defy the law. Over time, more people arrived
at the courts to question the longstanding prohibitions against individuals’ private decisions

such as abortion, contraception, drugs, and homosexuality.

Then came the 1960s. What was once classified as a drug enjoyed by immigrant and minority
populations now experienced widespread use amongst dominant groups (Becker 1963). In
1960, marijuana arrests hit their all-time low, yet college student use and experimentation
was so common that it became synonymous with campus life (Goldstein 1966). According to

Goldstein (1966), professors, intellectuals, and other academics began to suggest euphoriants
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as “consciousness-expanding.” As novice users began to find marijuana on campus and
reported no ill effects from their use, they began to encourage others to try. By some
estimates, nearly seventy percent of college students had tried the drug (Mosher and Akins

2019), while it had also become common amongst young professionals and soldiers in Vietnam

(Bonnie and Whitebread II 1970).

In 1970, Congress again took up the issue of narcotic drugs. This time, recognizing the
increased use of marijuana by dominant groups in society, Congress worked to create “ratio-
nal” drug policy (Mosher and Akins 2019). With the Controlled Substances Act, Congress
eliminated mandatory minimum sentences for drug violations. While impressive from a pro-
gressive social policy aspect, this Act established the drug classification system that codified
previous treatments of marijuana, which we still have today. Through the Act, marijuana
was formally classified as a Schedule I drug — those with no known medical use and with
high potential for addition and abuse. Concerned about the increased drug use by soldiers in
Vietnam, President Richard Nixon, in 1971, called for a War on Drugs that would shut down
international sources of drugs coming into the United States. A few years later, in 1973,
Nixon consolidated the country’s drug control action and strengthened the enforcement of
drug policies by reorganizing the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, reestablishing it as the Drug

Enforcement Agency.

In the 1960s, we see a reversal — the identities of these “deviants” changed. Now marijuana
was no longer confined to immigrant Mexicans or working-class Blacks, but was mainly used
on college campuses by middle class White students. As the set of users expanded beyond
minority groups and into the middle class, and these users experienced no deleterious effects,
they encouraged others to do so. And by 1970, public opinion on marijuana began to take
shape. This is exemplified by the fact that, in 1972, voters in California attempted to legalize
marijuana using the ballot initiative. Although the initiative ultimately failed, some have

argued that this set off a trend of using the ballot to change drug policy (Miron 2010; Mosher
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and Akins 2019; Newhart and Dolphin 2019). During the 1970s, there was also a crosscurrent
in American culture that centered on growing values of individuality and privacy, which may
have influenced a cultural shift in perceptions of marijuana — that use is a private activity
that should not be infringed upon. This is why, during this time, we may have also seen
expansion of laws protecting individual freedoms in various aspects of private life, including

those related to homosexuality, abortion, contraception, etc.

Despite these changing trends, Nixon ramped up drug prohibition by establishing a bureau-
cratic organization with resources for enforcement, the Drug Enforcement Agency. In the
1980s, under Reagan, this “War on Drugs” was expanded, and the passage of the Compre-
hensive Crime Control Act and the Anti Drug Abuse Act, coupled with Nancy Reagan’s
“Just Say No” campaign intensified the criminalization of marijuana in the United States

(Mosher and Akins 2019; Caulkins et al. 2012).

Finally, in the 1990s and 2000s, with increasing public support for marijuana policy change
(both medical and recreational), there was a concomitant growth in the number of ballot

initiatives designed to make marijuana available for patients and for recreational users.

1.3 Motivating Questions for Substantive Chapters

The trends described above reveal three puzzling features of this case, which have substantive
implications for those who rely on or desire to use marijuana and also connect with larger

debates in sociology. These puzzles motivate the three substantive chapters that follow.

First, how did public discourse about marijuana change during the last three decades? Casual
observers of marijuana discourse have highlighted to growth in coverage of marijuana as a
result of increased exposure and use. Yet, as the data suggest, few Americans regularly use

marijuana. Scholars, to date, have focused on how increasing awareness of the failures of the
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criminal justice system, particularly for people of color, has led to a shift in the way we talk
about over-policing, particularly as it relates to current marijuana policy Gottschalk (2016);
Sered (2019); Alexander (2010); Caulkins et al. (2012); Rosenthal and Kubby (1996). This
body of scholarship has brought us a long way toward understanding changes in discourse
about marijuana, yet most studies fall short of understanding how these shifts line up against

other shifts in marijuana discourse over time.

Interestingly, scholars have not considered the possibility that changes in marijuana discourse
may be related to policy discussions. In chapter 2, therefore, I explore the amount and type
of coverage newspapers gave to marijuana, from 1990 to 2016. I do so by considering the
various frames associated with marijuana. Specifically, I separate the analysis into coverage
of marijuana alone and coverage that also included marijuana advocacy organizations. I find
that during the early years, marijuana coverage was mostly negative, and centered on a vari-
ety of frames. In later years, coverage became less negative (more neutral and positive) and
frames shifted towards discussions of revenue creation associated with marijuana legaliza-
tion. This suggests that when controversial political issues enter public discourse, a number
of frames will be juxtaposed with one another and compete for dominance. But, given the
controversial nature of these issues as a morality-type policy, discussions that link the issue
to more “traditionalist” policy discussions ultimately win out. The discussion presented in
chapter 2 is descriptive in nature, and therefore does focus on theorizing “why” this shift

occurred.

The shift identified in chapter 2 sets up the puzzle in chapter 3: How did this shift in discourse
relate to the adoption of marijuana legalization? More generally, what explains change in
morality policies? Scholars tend to focus on elite allies and the makeup of government,
policy histories, and political competition. I develop a theoretical that explains how, when
discussions of morality policies become increasingly associated with “distributive” policies,

they have increasing likelihoods of adoption. Using event history analysis to investigate the
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adoption of legalization across the American states from 1990 to 2016, I find that increasing
levels of positive coverage about marijuana, and ‘“revenue” related coverage increases the
rate of passage, particularly in states with the ballot initiative. These findings are robust
net of standard arguments of policy change — I also find that Democratic support, political
competition, and prior histories with marijuana in a state, by way of medicalization, increases

the rate at which states adopt legalization over time.

In chapter 4, I shift the focus to a different problem: Why is support for legalization initiatives
clustered in particular places? Researchers studying marijuana legalization have identified
individual characteristics associated with being supportive or opposed to legalization. Sup-
port is highest amongst liberal voters, the college educated, and younger individuals whereas
opposition tends to be highest amongst conservatives and older populations (Caulkins et al.
2012; Schnabel and Sevell 2017). Much of the work on legalization, however, has focused on
how parents constitute a large source of opposition (Newhart and Dolphin 2019; Rosenthal
and Kubby 1996; Miron 2010; Caulkins et al. 2012). In this chapter, I take a sociological
approach to the study of support and opposition to marijuana legalization — focusing on
how supportive and oppositional groups are distributed across local contexts. I give par-
ticular attention to how the segregation of parents from nonparents in U.S. counties fosters
support for legalization. I argue that parental segregation and (the absence of) inequality
ultimately create contexts within which marijuana legalization is viewed as non-threatening
to the community, thereby increasing local level support for marijuana ballot initiatives.
This work sheds light on how the distribution of oppositional groups is equally as important

for policy change.

Finally, Chapter 5 concludes the project, summarizing how each perspective contributed
to my explanation of the outcomes investigated in chapters 2—4. I argue that discourse
about marijuana became less negative as a result of framing shifts. This shift in framing

ultimately helped to speed up the process of legalization across the U.S. Yet, at the local
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level, segregation and inequality play a role in aggregate support for legalization. I discuss

limitations of this project, as well as directions for future study.

1.4 Connecting to Larger Literatures on Policy Change

What are possible explanations for changes in marijuana policy — from prohibition to le-
galization? I explore five perspectives to explain the legalization of marijuana. These five
perspectives guide my analysis throughout this dissertation. In the conclusion, I evaluate

how well each perspective helped in explaining my puzzle.

1.4.1 Cultural Context/Discourse

A large part of my argument about marijuana policy change is related to changes in discourse.

As such, I briefly outline literature on cultural or discursive contexts.

Mass media are central for making sense of relevant events (Gamson and Modigliani 1989).
According to Ferree et al. (2002) are a master forum within which actors compete for coverage
of their issues (Amenta et al. 2012), which serves to identify and redefine, which can shape
public perceptions of issues. Importantly, news organizations operate by a set of “news
values” procedures that helps to identify what counts as news (Amenta et al. 2012; Galtung
and Ruge 1965), which not only affects the selection of topics to be covered (Galtung and

Ruge 1965) but also the ways in which these topics are covered.

The news values process necessarily selects on official or institutional news coverage (Schud-
son 2002; Gitlin 1980; Gans 1979) that tends to center on institutional political action and
actors, because they are seen as newsworthy (Amenta et al. 2012). Relatedly, the economics

of news media puts various pressures on the news to run stories that are not too gruesome,
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not too critical, and not too controversial.

These and similar pressures lead to stories that do not venture too far from mainstream
ideas and beliefs, so media coverage of an issue is likely to be close to public opinion about
that issue (Gamson and Modigliani 1989). News can also influence public opinion. For
example, (Gamson and Modigliani 1989) find that the appearance of new frames around
nuclear energy in news coverage influenced public discussion of the nuclear energy issues,

which ultimately shapes public opinion about the issue.

Yet, organizations and other actors in the environment also have the ability to shape these
frames. Recent research on the cultural consequences of social movements (Earl 2004) finds
that organizations can impact public conversation about issues (Bail et al. 2017) and initiate
discursive change by offering their own diagnoses of and solutions to problems (Bail 2012;
Snow et al. 2007; Benford and Snow 2000). By injecting new frames into the broader discur-
sive environment, organizations can shape the evolution of discourse. Although frames that
‘fit” the broader discursive environment (McCammon et al. 2007) or those that articulate
widespread beliefs usually win out (McCammon et al. 2001; Snow et al. 2007; Gamson and

Modigliani 1989), alternative or fringe frames have the ability to alter discourse on a topic

(Bail 2012).

These studies suggest, then, that news media is not likely to (but can) feature media frames
that are from the fringe of public discourse, but the media frames they do feature have an

impact on public opinion or support for an issue.

1.4.2 Political Institutional Contexts

One possible explanation for the shifts in marijuana policy is related to political institutional

contexts. Certain contexts provide more opportunities for policy change than others. Polit-
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ical context theories often focus on the role of elite allies in government that may contribute
to the overall success of a policy change (Amenta et al. 1994; Amenta 2006). Research in
political sociology and political science has focused on the role of left- or reform-oriented
parties in the passage or adoption of progressive policies (Amenta and Elliott 2019; Amenta
et al. 2005; Korpi 1983), whether distributive, redistributive, regulatory, or morality. More-
over, whether or not elite allies hold majorities in government is important for the likelihood
for policy change (Ansolabehere and Snyder Jr 2006; Winters 1976; Abramowitz 1983; Cam-
pagna and Grofman 1990). And because political officials as allies want to make good on
their promises, they will often support or sponsor policies that accord with the interests of

their constituents (Page and Shapiro 1983; Mayhew 1974; Downs 1957; Stimson et al. 1995).

Voting results are also an important part of the political institutional environment. Support
for specific parties signal to both constituents and political officials that certain types of
policy change are possible or not (Amenta and Elliott 2019). These characteristics pique the
interests of politicians and constituents to support specific policy changes (Berry and Berry

1990; Boushey 2016).

Public opinion is also an important part of the political institutional environment (Burstein
1998, 2003). Similarly, public opinion serves as a signal about what sorts of policies are
possible. Therefore, public opinion reveals the saliency of political issues for constituents as

well as political officials (Pacheco 2012; Nicholson-Crotty 2009).

1.4.3 Policy Feedback

An alternative explanation related to the political context involves the legacy of policy
reforms or policy feedback around an issue. Drawing on ideas of increasing returns (Pierson
1996, 2000), policy feedback logic holds that the creation of a policy can affect changes that

reinforce that policy (Campbell 2012; Pierson 2000; Béland 2010). Policy reforms will have
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both immediate, as well as long lasting benefits for future policy change (Amenta et al. 2012).
Once created, policies provide “rules, resources, and organization” (Amenta and Elliott 2019)

for enforcement.

Policies often lead to institutionalized benefits to a specific group of people, therefore policy-
makers often avoid retrenchment because they fear that the beneficiaries will make them pay
electorally (Pierson 1996). The benefits conferred by the policy can also provide a boost in
the organization (Campbell 2003) and efficacy of future advocacy on the part of beneficiaries
(Amenta and Caren 2004). Moreover, the creation of a policy can lead to gains in public

opinion on the issue after implemented (Amenta and Elliott 2019)

1.4.4 Advocacy Organizations

Perhaps marijuana advocacy organizations influenced marijuana policy change by way of
being covered about the marijuana issue. Scholarly attention has traditionally focused on
how the news media covers advocacy organizations (Amenta et al. 2009; Andrews and Caren
2010). Understanding this process is an important first step, as gaining coverage may be
necessary to influence the public discussion of an issue. Coverage gives organizations an
opportunity to inject new framing packages into the media arena, potentially changing the
conversation around an issue (Gamson and Modigliani 1989). Although research on social
movements typically focuses on the impact of protest on coverage (Earl et al. 2004; Oliver
and Myers 1999), marijuana advocacy organizations rarely engaged in the type of protest
necessary to gain coverage. Coverage of organizations may provide better opportunities for

influence the discussion of an issue.
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1.4.5 Structural Contexts

Perceptions of and support for political issues results from the contexts within which people
are embedded (Blau 1977a,b; McVeigh and Diaz 2009). Importantly, the distribution of
people and their interests across space can shape aggregate support for progressive policy
change. McVeigh et al. (2014), for example, find that the distribution of the highly educated
had implications for support for conservative mobilization. Structural contexts consists of
the presence or absence of certain attributes (Blau 1977a,b; Blau and Duncan 1967), as well
as their spatial spread across a local environment. The impact of social structure on policy
change can also involve the presence or absence of advocacy organizations (Vann Jr 2018;
Soule and Olzak 2004), aspects of the lived environment (Olzak and Soule 2009) as well as

levels of segregation within local contexts (Andrews and Seguin 2015; Olzak et al. 1994).

While any one of the previous perspectives may provide a better explanation for the changes
in the passage of marijuana legalization than other perspectives, they do no operate in a
vacuum. Each of the processes described by the perspectives are likely to influence and be
influenced by the processes of other perspectives. For example, amenable political contexts
may lead to additional coverage of marijuana, but the nature of this coverage is likely to be

influenced by policy reform mechanisms. My analyses take into account these processes.

1.5 A Note on Data

To explain my puzzles, I collected a variety of data. Importantly, my dependent variables
include data on marijuana initiative voting and on newspaper coverage of marijuana from
1990 to 2016. The battle for marijuana legalization only recently shifted to state govern-

ments. Therefore, I rely on voting data from ballot initiatives® and newspaper articles about

3rather than state legislative hearing date because these hearings were few and far between
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marijuana. From 1990 to 2016, states with the provision of the ballot initiative became sites
of policy change on the marijuana issue. Thus, I use data from citizen/voter initiatives as
measures of support for legalization. These data come from the Secretary of State websites

for each state.
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Chapter 2

The Discursive Shift on Marijuana

Legalization

2.1 Introduction

Examination of frames, narratives, and discourse has been central to sociological understand-
ing of cultural and political change (Ghaziani and Baldassarri 2011; Vasi et al. 2015; Bail
2012; McCammon et al. 2007). I contribute to this line of inquiry by investigating whether
and how framing about marijuana changed over time. Coverage of marijuana presents an
ideal case with which to examine discursive shifts, given that the ways in which marijuana
was covered has moved away from negative discussions that centered on crime and danger
(Newhart and Dolphin 2019; Bonnie and Whitebread 1T 1970; Rosenthal and Kubby 1996),
towards positive and neutral discussions regarding the benefits of marijuana and marijuana
legalization (Mosher and Akins 2019). To what extent has there been a general shift away
from negative coverage of marijuana? And to what extent have new frames come to dominate

the discussion of marijuana?
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With recent advances in the field of computational social science, it has become easier than
ever to gather, code, and analyze large corpuses of text for the purpose of tracking discursive
trends (Bateman et al. 2019; Bail 2012; Vasi et al. 2015). As such, I rely on webscraping
techniques to gather newspaper articles about marijuana over time, breaking these articles as
either covering marijuana with or without coverage of a marijuana advocacy organization. I,
next, rely on automated text analysis to code the valence of each news article. Finally, using
a combination of inductive and deductive approaches, I create a list of eight possible frames
(and keywords associated with these frames) that may have appeared in marijuana coverage.
I use automated coding to categorize each article has having the presence or absence of each

frame.

In this article, I shed light on the ways in which frames about marijuana changed in the
United States between 1990 (when marijuana initiatives began to take off) and 2016. I
demonstrate various characteristics about marijuana coverage and discourse over time. First,
I show that, after 1996, when marijuana medicalization was on the ballot in California,
coverage of marijuana increased dramatically. Secondly, I show that coverage of marijuana
became decreasingly negative and increasingly neutral over time. Thirdly, I show that frames
centering on revenue creation and politics came to dominate the discussion of marijuana,

followed by framings related to rights and patients.

2.2 Marijuana Discourse Across Time

According to historians studying marijuana, initial depictions of marijuana were positive,
centering on the medicinal and material benefits of cannabis (Bonnie and Whitebread II
1970; Rosenthal and Kubby 1996). While there was relatively little coverage of marijuana
during this time (Bonnie and Whitebread II 1970; Mosher and Akins 2019), what little

coverage did exist was positive. However, during the 1930s, the valence of this coverage
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shifted as a result of political and bureaucratic changes.

In 1930, President Herbert Hoover established the Federal Bureau of Narcotics (FBN) and ap-
pointed Harry J. Anslinger as commissioner. According to scholars, Anslinger was in charge
of repurposing prohibition funds, and, in noticing that Americans were enjoying Mexican and
Native-American cannabis, Ansligner chose to direct his Bureau’s resources toward cannabis
(Newhart and Dolphin 2019). In fact, Anslinger used media to paint cannabis in a negative
light as a way to ramp up public opposition to the substance. Anslinger used stories and
advertisements in newspapers (including William Randolph Hearst’s newspapers) to portray
cannabis as dangerous to women, children, and society (Mosher and Akins 2019). Hearst, for
his part, stood to lose economically if American cannabis use expanded — he invested in wood
pulp, which he used for his papers, and the expansion of hemp (which could also be used
for cheaper newspaper manufacturing) put him in danger of losing his fortune. Through a
campaign of “yellow” journalism, which enabled Anslinger to rebrand the drug with the more
Native-sounding name marihuana (or marijuana) instead of cannabis, Anslinger and Hearst
were able to associate the drug with a source or group of people responsible for the drug
problem: immigrants, Mexicans, and indigenous “others.” Through newspapers, Anslinger
and Hearst were able to “sell” marijuana as dangerous — relying on a fear narrative that ar-
gued that only through cannabis prohibition could America’s children, women, and society
be protected (Mosher and Akins 2019; Newhart and Dolphin 2019; Rosenthal and Kubby
1996).

Within a few years, these narratives took hold. In fact, over this time, marijuana became
increasingly associated with criminality — and in particular, minority criminality. During
this time, marijuana was thought to be used mainly by minorities (freed Black slaves and
Mexican immigrants) and had psychological properties that made them more prone to vio-
lence (Caulkins et al. 2012; Slaughter 1987). These dominant narratives came to be used in

arguments to Congress in favor of a full ban on marijuana — resulting in the creation of the
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Marihuana Tax Act of 1937 (Newhart and Dolphin 2019).

Between the 1930s and 1960s, the Act faced tough criticism in state and federal courts, as
the judicial system worked to clarify the parameters of the law as well as what could and
could not be enforced (Bonnie and Whitebread II 1970; Mosher and Akins 2019). Around this
time, advocacy organizations emerged to fight for access to marijuana (Newhart and Dolphin
2019). In 1970, the first marijuana movement organization, the National Organization for
the Reform of Marijuana Laws, was created to fight against marijuana prohibition and
to move public opinion on marijuana so as to enable full legalization of marijuana for all
people. It wasn’t until the mid-1990s and early 2000s (during NORML’s fight for medicinal
marijuana use on the California ballot) that other organizations such as the Marijuana Policy
Project (1995), Students for Sensible Drug Policy (1998), and the Drug Policy Alliance (2000)
joined the fight — each with a specific purpose for legalization. For example, MPP would
work on marijuana policy specifically while DPA would focus on both marijuana and similar
narcotic policies, and SSDP would work to change the minds of youth, particularly on college

campuses.

According to prior research, marijuana discourse in the shifted in the 1960s. During this
time, coverage of marijuana centered on the freedom to use the drug, but also included
negative coverage about users — framing users as addicts, hippies, and burnouts (Mosher
and Akins 2019). Given that many scholars have given attention to coverage of marijuana
during this period, and that of coverage during the beginning of President Nixon’s “War on
Drugs,” (Bonnie and Whitebread 1T 1970; Mosher and Akins 2019; Alexander 2010; Caulkins
et al. 2012), I focus on coverage that took place immediately following this time, when change

via statewide initiatives became a plausible alternative for policy change.

In the mid-1990s, private individuals began to fight against marijuana prohibition in the
United States by sponsoring marijuana medicalization initiatives in states with direct demo-

cratic processes. During this same time, newspapers 1) give increasing attention to mar-
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jjuana, and 2) link discussions of marijuana with additional topics. Some scholars have
indicated that during this time, narratives about marijuana began to become more positive,
as coverage tended to focus on the political aspects of initiatives or voters, the benefits to pa-
tients, and the rights of cannabis users (Newhart and Dolphin 2019; Mosher and Akins 2019;
Bonnie and Whitebread II 1970). Over time, the trajectory of marijuana legalization is such
that states (under federal prohibition of marijuana, and those with the initiative /referendum
process) would first propose medical legislation, followed by recreational legalization legisla-
tion. During this time, marijuana coverage began to link with larger “American” values of
liberties and freedom, in addition to shifting to the benefits of legalization for revenue, creat-
ing resources for rehabilitation, decreasing crime, and altering policing practices — especially

in communities of color (Mosher and Akins 2019; Newhart and Dolphin 2019).

Given this shift, I expect to find a shift in narratives about marijuana over time, coupled
with a shift in the valence of attention to marijuana over time. Before turning to my data

and methods, I outline some of the current thinking on the ways in which discourse changes.

2.3 Discursive Change Processes

The study of discourse has been central to work in the sociology of culture (DiMaggio 1997;
Swidler 1986; Lamont 1992). In recent years, the study of discourse has also come to the
forefront of work in political sociology, with increased focus on the influence of advocacy
organizations on public discourse (Bail 2012; Earl 2004; McCammon et al. 2007; Ghaziani
and Baldassarri 2011; Vasi et al. 2015; Gamson and Modigliani 1989; Andrews and Caren
2010). Importantly, organizations must first be covered by news media, which provides
the opportunity to gain “standing” or serve as legitimate representatives for their issues
and have their preferred messages conveyed (Amenta et al. 2012; Ferree et al. 2002; Elliott

et al. 2016). Drawing on previous work on framing (Goffman 1974; Benford and Snow
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2000), organizations can impact public conversation about issues (Bail et al. 2017) and
initiate discursive change by offering their own diagnoses of and solutions to problems (Bail
2012; Snow et al. 2007; Benford and Snow 2000). Frames that ‘fit’ the broader discursive
environment (McCammon et al. 2007) or those that articulate widespread beliefs and values
usually survive over alternative frames (McCammon et al. 2001; Snow et al. 2007; Gamson
and Modigliani 1989), because their frames “are more easily integrated into broader media

narratives” on an issue (Bail 2012:858) and appear familiar, realistic, or legitimate.

While organizations can shape the direction of discourse on a topic, the social movements
literature sometimes gives less attention to the role of mass media and news organizations
in the process of cultural or discursive change. Because, especially for social movements,
coverage of issues is critical for affecting discourse, news media are equally important for
cultural change. Importantly, mass media are a master forum (Ferree et al. 2002) within
which actors compete for coverage of their issues (Amenta et al. 2012). Mass media are cen-
tral for making sense of relevant events (Gamson and Modigliani 1989), and serve to identify
and redefine, which can shape public perceptions of those issues. Yet, media organizations
themselves operate by a set of procedures, known as news values (Galtung and Ruge 1965),

that can also have effects on discourse.

News organizations must make decisions about what counts as “news” (Galtung and Ruge
1965). Often times, what counts is based on timeliness/currency, the impact of the events
being covered, and the proximity of those events to potential readers — with local news angles
being important (Amenta et al. 2012; Galtung and Ruge 1965). In particular, politics receives
the most coverage because political decisions have high impact and include prominent people.
In addition, reporters often have increased access to political actors. In sum, much of what
counts as news centers on institutional political activity, such as stories about politicians,
bills being discussed, or laws being passed (Amenta et al. 2012). Therefore, it is reasonable

to assume that, even when discourse on issues changes, the attention to those issues may
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include discussions of institutional political actors or action. Yet, this is not to suggest that
political actors are driving the discussion, but instead that the larger discursive about an
issue becomes increasingly ‘newsworthy” when included alongside coverage of institutional
political action or actors. This may be the case for coverage of marijuana. Yet as discussed
in the previous section, for many contentious issues like marijuana, political actors may not
want to be the drivers of discursive change. In particular, when dominant discourse on a
topic is negative, political actors may be unwilling to discuss the issue in new, positive ways,
for fear of reprisals from their constituents in the form of lost votes. Therefore, driving

discursive change may provide little political advantage.

Given the tendency of journalists and the norms of news-gathering organizations to seek
out official sources (Schudson 2002; Gitlin 1980; Gans 1979), especially during times of high
attention to the issue in the news cycle (Baumgartner and Jones 1993) the general lack
of discussion by political actors creates opportunities for other actors (including journalists
themselves) to, not only, provide alternative narratives on an issue, but shift the character

of discourse by linking the issue with new topics or frames.

I argue that, by linking discourse about contested issues to additional, more institutionalized
topics or narratives, journalists can facilitate a stark transformation in public understandings
on an issue, which can call into question the legitimacy of previously dominant representa-
tions of the issue. Initial marijuana discourse centered on criminality and the negative
educational, occupational, and mental effects of marijuana use. In recent years, however,
this discourse has given way to increasingly positive (or fewer negative) discussions of mar-
jjuana’s medical, community, and economic benefits. This coverage has shifted the arenas
within which marijuana was discussed by linking marijuana with narrative topics related to
medicine, rights, freedom, economics, crime, and policing. Yet it remains unclear whether
and how these new narrative topics contributed to the discursive shift away from a dominant

negative discourse about marijuana.
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2.4 Data & Method

Given my interest in whether and how marijuana discourse shifted over time, I analyze
text from print news media across the United States. To do so, I rely on the ProQuest
newspaper database. I constrain the analysis to 1990 and on because coverage on marijuana
was relatively low prior to 1990, and because this time frame immediately followed Reagan’s

intensified “War on Drugs” and “Just Say No” campaign.

To track discursive change, I rely on articles about marijuana in the Proquest database
from 1990 to 2016. Because marijuana advocacy organizations may have had an impact on
coverage, I separately searched for articles about marijuana in the absence of advocacy orga-
nizations, and articles about marijuana that included advocacy organizations. To accomplish
this, I wrote a Python script to identify and download all local articles from Proquest that
mention “marijuana”’ between 1990 and 2016.> Because national newspapers may be more
likely to cover national issues over local issues, I exclude national newspapers, including the
New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, the Washington Post, and the Wall Street Journal.
In addition, I exclude articles that mention at least one of the four main marijuana advocacy
organizations. Therefore, I also exclude articles that mention National Organization for the
Reform of Marijuana Laws (NORML), Marijuana Policy Project (MPP), Drug Policy Al-
liance (DPA), and Students for Sensible Drug Policy (SSDP), and their variants. In total,
there were 14,163 articles mentioning marijuana. After removing duplicate articles, articles
outside of the U.S. or located in the U.S. capitol?, short articles (e.g. articles with fewer than
100 words), and articles that are not fully searchable,® T am left with 10,096 locally-based
articles, across 185 newspapers, that mention marijuana in some fashion. In addition, I
removed articles that come from “alternative” or sensationalized newspapers. To figure out

whether or not the newspaper was an “alternative newspaper,” I searched the websites for

IThis does not include variants of the word marijuana, or the word cannabis
2ProQuest sometimes mistakenly identifies non-U.S. articles when only-U.S. articles are specified.
3 Articles with fewer than about 900 words.
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each newspaper, removing any newspaper that claimed that it was an alternative newspa-
per. As can be seen in Table 2.1, I am left with 5,893 articles, across 100 newspapers, about

marijuana which do not include mention of marijuana advocacy organizations.

Because marijuana advocacy organizations’ discussion of marijuana may be important for
discursive change on marijuana, I also include coverage of “marijuana” alongside coverage
of marijuana advocacy organizations. As such, I wrote a separate Python script to identify
and download all articles from Proquest that mention “marijuana” and any one of the four
largest marijuana advocacy organizations (and the variants of their names) between 1990
and 2016. Therefore, the script was able to capture all coverage of “marijuana” coupled
with coverage of marijuana advocacy organizations, including the National Organization for
the Reform of Marijuana Laws (NORML), Marijuana Policy Project (MPP), Drug Policy
Alliance (DPA), and Students for Sensible Drug Policy (SSDP).? In total, there were 1,616
articles mentioning a marijuana movement organization. After cleaning the data set of
articles by removing duplicate articles, I am left with 1,150 articles mentioning marijuana
advocacy organizations. In addition, after removing and articles coming from alternative
news sources, [ am left with 787 marijuana organization-related articles from 62 newspapers
(see Table 2.2). For these articles, I include a dummy code to represent that they include

mentions of organizations.
As can be seen in Table 2.3, there are a total of 6,680 articles used across these analyses.

Because I am interested in the shift away from negative discourse about marijuana, I catego-
rize each article based on it’s polarity or valence.’ In recent years, there has been a marked

increase in the use of what has come to be known as “computational social science” tech-

4Tmportantly, I separate these sets of coverage for future empirical work on the impact of organizations
on the discursive shift.

5To prepare all documents for textual analysis, following the procedure used by Bail (2012), I use software
in R to transform each article into fully-searchable sets of words, and clean the textual data by eliminating
excessive words (e.g. stop-words such as numbers, conjunctions, and determiners), and transforming each
word into it’s stem variant.
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Table 2.1: Local Marijuana News Coverage (N =5,893)

Newspaper N Newspaper N
Philadelphia Tribune 434 Fort Apache Scout 38
Colorado Springs Independent 408 High Country News 38
New Pittsburgh Courier 230 Precinct Reporter 38
Miami New Times 172 The Charlotte Post 37
The Epoch Times 168 The Culvert Chronicles 36
Los Angeles Sentinel 167 Windy City Times 36
Navajo Times 166 Seminole Tribune 34
New York Beacon 159 Bay State Banner 33
Call & Post 148 The New York Jewish Week 33
Michigan Chronicle 139 Au-Authm Action News 31
The Louisiana Weekly 123 Native American Times 29
Phoenix New Times 116 The Beacon Hill Times 29
Houston Press 115 Jewish Advocate 28
Filipino Reporter 107 Milwaukee Courier 27
Tri-State Defender 106 Jewish Bulletin of Northern California 24
Forward 104 News from Indian Country 24
Afro-American 103 Asian Reporter 21
Indian Country Today 103 Jackson Advocate 21
Recorder 103 Jewish News of Greater Phoenix 20
Current 100 El Chicano Weekly 19
The Skanner 95 Weekly Planet 19
Westside Gazette 91 Jewish Exponent 18
Wind River News 91 The Jewish Press 16
Michigan Citizen 86 Chicago Independent Bulletin 12
The Arab American News 85 Confederated Umatilla Journal 12
South Florida Times 73 Italian Voice 10
Oakland Post 72 The American Israelite 9
Sacramento Observer 71 The Circle: News from an American Indian Perspective 9
The Jewish News Weekly of Northern California 69 The Hunter Envoy 9
India Abroad 67 Asian Pages 8
Sun Reporter 67 ARTVOICE 6
The Tennessee Tribune 65 Cherokee Advocate 5
The Jacksonville Free Press 64 Armenian Reporter 4
Chicago Defender 63 Polish American Journal 4
Irish Voice 62 The Richmond Afro-American and the Richmond Planet 4
The Filipino Express 61 Akwesasne Notes 3
The Gambit 60 Armenian Reporter International 3
India-West 57 Industrial Worker 3
Char-Koosta News 55 North American Post 3
Mississippi Link 55 San Francisco Metro Reporter 3
Sho-Ban News 53 The Athens News 3
Washington Jewish Week 50 The CVN 3
The Boston Banner 47 California Voice 2
Northwest Asian Weekly 45 Cherokee Observer 2
The Ojibwe News 43 MetroWest Jewish News 2
Between the Lines 41 Cherokee Phoenix and Indian Advocate 1
International Examiner 41 Hellenic Times 1
News India-Times 41 New York Amsterdam News 1
Chicago Citizen 40 Oklahoma Indian Times 1
Atlanta Inquirer 39 The Native Nevadan 1
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Table 2.2: Marijuana Advocacy Organization News Coverage (N =787)

Newspaper N Newspaper N
Los Angeles Times 248 Sacramento Observer 3
Wall Street Journal 95 Sun Reporter 3
New York Times 91 Washington Jewish Week 3
The Christian Science Monitor 7 GlobalPost 2
Colorado Springs Independent 52 High Country News 2
Current 19 Jewish Advocate 2
Philadelphia Tribune 17 Oakland Post 2
Houston Press 16 The Boston Banner 2
New York Beacon 15 The Circle: News from an American Indian Perspective 2
The Athens News 14 The Epoch Times 2
Phoenix New Times 9 The Jacksonville Free Press 2
Afro-American 8 The Tennessee Tribune 2
New Pittsburgh Courier 7 ARTVOICE 1
Forward 6 Atlanta Inquirer 1
Miami New Times 6 Between the Lines 1
New York Amsterdam News 6 Char-Koosta News 1
Precinct Reporter 5 Chicago Independent Bulletin 1
The Skanner 5 El Chicano Weekly 1
Chicago Citizen 4 Filipino Reporter 1
The Gambit 4 Italian Voice 1
The Louisiana Weekly 4 Michigan Chronicle 1
Tri-State Defender 4 Milwaukee Courier 1
Westside Gazette 4 Native American Times 1
Windy City Times 4 Navajo Times 1
Call & Post 3 News from Indian Country 1
Chicago Defender 3 News India-Times 1
India Abroad 3 Northwest Asian Weekly 1
Jackson Advocate 3 South Florida Times 1
Los Angeles Sentinel 3 The American Israelite 1
Michigan Citizen 3 The Filipino Express 1
Recorder 3 The Jewish News Weekly of Northern California 1
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Table 2.3: Total Marijuana News Coverage (N =6,680)

Newspaper N Newspaper N
Philadelphia Tribune 434 Fort Apache Scout 38
Colorado Springs Independent 408 High Country News 38
New Pittsburgh Courier 230 Precinct Reporter 38
Miami New Times 172 The Charlotte Post 37
The Epoch Times 168 The Culvert Chronicles 36
Los Angeles Sentinel 167 Windy City Times 36
Navajo Times 166 Seminole Tribune 34
New York Beacon 159 Bay State Banner 33
Call & Post 148 The New York Jewish Week 33
Michigan Chronicle 139 Au-Authm Action News 31
The Louisiana Weekly 123 Native American Times 29
Phoenix New Times 116 The Beacon Hill Times 29
Houston Press 115 Jewish Advocate 28
Filipino Reporter 107 Milwaukee Courier 27
Tri-State Defender 106 Jewish Bulletin of Northern California 24
Forward 104 News from Indian Country 24
Afro-American 103 Asian Reporter 21
Indian Country Today 103 Jackson Advocate 21
Recorder 103 Jewish News of Greater Phoenix 20
Current 100 El Chicano Weekly 19
The Skanner 95 ‘Weekly Planet 19
Westside Gazette 91 Jewish Exponent 18
‘Wind River News 91 The Jewish Press 16
Michigan Citizen 86 Chicago Independent Bulletin 12
The Arab American News 85 Confederated Umatilla Journal 12
South Florida Times 73 Italian Voice 10
Oakland Post 72 The American Israelite 9
Sacramento Observer 71 The Circle: News from an American Indian Perspective 9
The Jewish News Weekly of Northern California 69 The Hunter Envoy 9
India Abroad 67 Asian Pages 8
Sun Reporter 67 ARTVOICE 6
The Tennessee Tribune 65 Cherokee Advocate 5
The Jacksonville Free Press 64 Armenian Reporter 4
Chicago Defender 63 Polish American Journal 4
Irish Voice 62 The Richmond Afro-American and the Richmond Planet 4
The Filipino Express 61 Akwesasne Notes 3
The Gambit 60 Armenian Reporter International 3
India-West 57 Industrial Worker 3
Char-Koosta News 55 North American Post 3
Mississippi Link 55 San Francisco Metro Reporter 3
Sho-Ban News 53 The Athens News 3
‘Washington Jewish Week 50 The CVN 3
The Boston Banner 47 California Voice 2
Northwest Asian Weekly 45 Cherokee Observer 2
The Ojibwe News 43 MetroWest Jewish News 2
Between the Lines 41 Cherokee Phoenix and Indian Advocate 1
International Examiner 41 Hellenic Times 1
News India-Times 41 New York Amsterdam News 1
Chicago Citizen 40 Oklahoma Indian Times 1
Atlanta Inquirer 39 The Native Nevadan 1
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niques (Bail 2016; DiMaggio 2015; Bail 2012). Among these is a set of techniques known as
automated text analysis, which is a dictionary-based technique — relies on a stock of words
that have been reliably associated with various meanings, and which deploys algorithms to
read in, stem, and associate sets of data with words in the dictionary to extract themes,
meanings, and sentiment within text data (Bail 2016). From this suite of techniques, I
deploy sentiment analysis, which serves to categorize or code a corpus of text as positive,
negative, or neutral sentiment. I code each article with the assistance of a naive Bayes
classifier in R’s sentiment package (Jurka 2012). The naive Bayes algorithm uses a stock
of trained text that has been associated with three types of polarity (positive, neutral, or
negative), and attempts to classify each document as one of the three polarities.® In doing
so, the algorithm simply compares the word stems in each article to word stems in each of
the three dictionaries and classifies each word in the article as negative, neutral, or negative.
Next, the algorithm calculates the log likelihood that a given article contains positive or
negative sentiment, followed by a fit score, which is a ratio of the log likelihoods between
positive and negative sentiment, where a score of ‘1’ indicates neutral polarity in the article,
a score below ‘1’ indicates negative polarity, and a score above ‘1’ indicates positive polarity.
I simplified version of this process is below. In an article in the Tennessee Tribune in 2013,

Congressman Steve Cohen (D-TN) praised the Administration’s shift on marijuana:

President Obama’s Administration is making incremental progress to address
the basic unfairness of our federal drug policy and law enforcement policy, and I
appreciate that it has started to work on these important issues.”

In this section of the article, the words “progress,” “important,” and “appreciate” would be
categorized as positive, and the word “unfairness” would be categorized as negative, given the

linguistic dictionary — a stock of trained keywords signifying negative, neutral, and positive

6The stock of trained text comes from Janyce Wiebe’s subjectivity lexicon (Wllson et al. 2005), which
can be found at: https://mpqa.cs.pitt.edu/lexicons/subj lexicon/.
"“Cohen Statement on Medicinal Marijuana.” Tennessee Tribune. September 5, 2013.
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coverage — provided by the sentiment package in R (Jurka 2012).% In simplified terms, this
section of the article would be categorized as positive, given that it would be given more
positive codes than negative codes. I therefore use this package (with the algorithm based on
the subjectivity lexicon dictionary) to code the valence or polarity of each article, for all 6,680
articles. As a result of the algorithm, there was a total of 3,181 negatively-coded articles,
3,142 neutral articles, and only 357 positive articles. From this trend, we see that positive
articles are few and far between, constituting only about five percent of total coverage over
the 27 year period. Therefore, the analysis in this chapter rests on investigating further the

trends in negative and neutral articles.

Given my interest in the frames included in coverage of marijuana, I give each article a
code for the presence or absence of various frames. To select frames, I rely on a process of
induction — my selection of frames is based on the various frames that have been associated
with marijuana over time. In particular, I focus on seven frames about marijuana, based on

prior research.

In their work describing reasons why marijuana should be legal, Rosenthal and Kubby
(1996)’s arguments center on the rights, as given by the Constitution, as well as Libert-
erian ideals like individual freedom and personal liberty to use marijuana without fear of
retribution or governmental intrusion into private affairs. As such, I include two frames that
capture “rights,” and “liberties.” Additionally, in recent years, there has been a shift in public
framing of marijuana, alongside the shift toward statewide ballot initiatives as a venue for
legalization (Mosher and Akins 2019). These frames have centered on the benefits of legaliza-
tion for creating streams of revenue through taxation on regulated marijuana sales (Caulkins
et al. 2012; Miron 2010). I therefore include a frame related to “revenue creation.” Newhart
and Dolphin (2019) have recently demonstrated that part of the broader fight for marijuana

legalization necessarily depends on preceding fights for and successful medicalization. As

8The dictionaries can be viewed through the package information provided by Jurka (2012).
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such, discussions of legalization are often intertwined with discussions about the medicinal
and public health benefits of marijuana, particularly for patients who might require alterna-
tive treatments for their medical issues. As such, I include a frame that centers on “patients.”
Scholars have also focused on the restorative justice effects of marijuana legalization. This
line of inquiry usually focuses on how legalization could redirect police resources away from
hyper-policing in communities of color (Alexander 2010; Davis 2003), toward rehabilitation
(Alexander 2010; Mosher and Akins 2019; Davis 2003) and how legalization would restrict
the flow of marijuana from underground drug markets, thereby reducing crime (Mosher and
Akins 2019; Caulkins et al. 2012). As such, include a frame that encompasses “policing.””
Finally, given the nature of coverage of marijuana as a political issue, and given literature
that identifies institutional politics as newsworthy (Amenta et al. 2012; Galtung and Ruge

1965), T also include a “politics” frame.

To identify the frames, I rely on keywords to select whether frames are absent or present in

coverage of marijuana. In the Table below, I outline the search terms used for identifying

these frames. In the Table, “+” represents the logical operator “OR” and ‘“*” represents the
logical operator “AND.”
Table 2.4: Search Terms for Marijuana Narratives

Narrative ~ Search Terms (Stems)

Rights “rights”

Liberties  “libert” + “freedom”

Revenue “tax” + “revenue” + “dollar” + “money” + “monet”

Patient “patient” + “medic”

Policing “policing” + “police” * (“black” + “latin”)

Politics “vot” + “politic”

In what follows below, I show examples of each frame by using article excerpts. For example,

the following excerpt comes from an article in the Colorado Springs Independent in 2013 that

9Upon closer investigation of the data, I noticed that frames of “crime reduction” and “rehabilitation”
often covered people arrested, their histories of marijuana use, their placement in rehabilitation facilities,
and variable mentions of the term “reduce.” As such, they were removed from the analysis.
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was coded as containing a “revenue” frame:

New city sales tax revenue from the venue would exceed $275,000. (By com-
parison, medical marijuana last year brought in $1.1 million in sales tax.) The
stadium would cost about $60 million to build.°

As seen, although this article covers revenue from a stadium, it also compares that revenue
to revenue generated by medical marijuana. In total, there were 2,316 articles that included
the “revenue” frame. Next, from an article in The Louisiana Weekly in 2013 that was coded

as containing a “liberties” frame:

On the eve of a new year, a libertarian strain pulses through America — a get-
government-out-of-my-personal-life sensibility that cuts across ideologies and is
driven by a younger generation’s cultural attitudes.

We've seen it in gay-marriage legalization and marijuana decriminalization.!!

Shown in the above excerpt, the author is drawing connections between the growth of Liber-
tarian ideals in America and arguments in favor of not just marijuana, but also other issues
like gay marriage (and beyond this, gun rights). In total, there were only 84 articles that
included the “liberties” frame. Next, I include an excerpt from an article in The Boston

Banner in 2013 that was coded as containing a “rights” frame:

The Barack Obama administration has announced a set of proposals aimed at
stemming the growth of the U.S. prison population and racial disparities in the
criminal justice system - chief among them, the elimination of mandatory mini-
mum sentencing for low-level drug offenses.

African Americans are nearly four times as likely to be arrested for marijuana
possession than whites, despite similar usage rates between the two groups.

10Zubeck, Pam. “Talking a Good Game.” Colorado Springs Independent. July 3, 2013.
HSidoti, Liz. “Gun Debate Revives Enduring American Fight.” The Louisiana Weekly. January 14, 2013.
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Mandatory minimum sentences are not only unfair in stature and consequence,
they represent a serious threat to the civil rights gains and progress of the 1960s
and ’70s.12

In the above excerpt, we see how marijuana legalization and the removal of mandatory
minimum sentences associated with marijuana infractions as a civil rights issue. In total,
there were 1,255 articles that included the “rights” frame. I next give an example of the

“patient” frame, from an article in the Atlanta Inquirer in 2005:

When the U.S. Supreme Court ruled against medical-marijuana users, many crit-
ics of the decision thought the six-justice majority failed to show compassion for
severely ill people.

Under California’s Compassionate Use Act, doctors may prescribe marijuana to
patients with severe medical problems. Those patients are then permitted to
grow marijuana for their own use. The state closely regulates the prescription,
cultivation, and use of the product to prevent others from obtaining it. (At least
nine other states have similar laws.)

Many well-intentioned people say yes: of course, severely ill people should be
able to grow and use marijuana by prescription without fear that federal agents
will barge into their homes, destroy their plants, and charge them with unlawful
possession.

Sick people need freedom, not permission, however compassionate the motive.'?

Here, we see that marijuana is being framed in terms of the patients, or groups of people
with illnesses that could be treated through marijuana use. In total, there were 806 articles
that included the “patient” frame. Next, I show the “policing” frame, which focuses not just
on policing, but policing’s effects on communities of color. This example comes from an

article in the Sun Reporter in 2015:

12Kandil, Caitlin Yoshiko. “Obama’s Criminal Justice Reform Lauded for Historic Proposals.” The Boston
Banner. August 15, 2013.
134Muddle At The Supreme Court Over Medical Marijuana.” Atlanta Inquirer. July 9, 2005.
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Blacks and Latinos are incarcerated at disproportionately higher rates in part
because police target them for minor crimes.

Racial disparities that exist at every step in the criminal justice system, the re-
port noted. That helps explain why Blacks and Latinos account for about 30
percent of the United States population, but 56 percent of the incarcerated pop-
ulation.

These trends are driven by race-neutral laws that still have a significant have
racial impact, criminal justice professionals influenced by racial bias, an under-
funded criminal justice system, and policies that impose strict "collateral conse-
quences" that make it harder for ex-offenders to return their home after prison.'*

Here, the author draws attention to criminal justice practice (specifically policing) in com-
munities of color, particularly regarding marijuana, as a reason for the spike in the prison
population. In total, there were 126 articles that included the “policing” frame. Finally, I

have an example of the “politics” frame, coming from the Milwaukee Courier in 2012:

Election night ushered in some other political surprises as well. Last Tuesday’s
election was a watershed moment for the gay marriage movement. Voters in three
states voted to legalize it - something no state had done before - and a fourth
state voted against a proposed ban.

Tuesday’s progressive electorate also weighed in on the issue of marijuana usage.
Colorado and Washington became the first U.S. states to legalize the possessio