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Introduction

The legality and morality of marijuana and other drugs have always been a controversial

topic in American society. Some believe that such drugs should be completely illegal and those

caught using should be punished to the fullest extent of law. Others see the legalization of

marijuana and decriminalization of other drugs as a means to repair the racism institutionalized

in the United States’ legal system. Legalization of marijuana and the subsequent

decriminalization of other intoxicating substances is the first step to negating the racial inequities

put in place during the “War on Drugs” in the 1970s. Legalization of marijuana provides another

avenue for the creation of jobs, advancing public health, and institutes reparative justice in the

American legal system.

The History of Drug Prohibition in the United States and its Effects

In the early 1800s, the religious revivalist movement ingrained itself in American societal

norms by demonizing activities like gambling, drinking, and drug use. As this revivalist

movement continued, so did the prohibition movement. By the start of the 20th century, larger

numbers of Americans were opposed to the manufacturing and consumption of alcohol because

of religious morals, family destruction, and societal impacts. When the United States entered

World War I in 1917, a temporary ban on grain was instituted to conserve resources. Eventually,1

this ban on grain turned into a complete ban on alcohol and its derivatives. Later in 1917,

Congress proposed the 18th Amendment, then ratified it in 1919. This amendment was in place

until 1933, when it was repealed by the 21st Amendment. Even after the Constitutional repeal of

alcohol prohibition, several states kept prohibition laws in place with Utah not repealing all laws

1 History.com Editors. “Prohibition.” History.com. A&E Television Networks, October 29, 2009.
https://www.history.com/topics/roaring-twenties/prohibition.
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concerning the prohibition until 1966. 2

The Prohibition amassed extensive support amongst Americans until the Great

Depression, when lots of middle and lower class Americans began doing anything to make

money. Though a common occurrence prior to the Great Depression, bootlegging and moonshine

became even more widespread. Within a short period of time, an entire network of speakeasies,

distilleries, and distribution-based mafias formed a black market for alcohol consumption,

production, and trade. Since all of these acts were illegal, anyone caught faced imprisonment.

This caused both a spike in criminal activity (especially gang-related violence) and in

incarceration costs. When Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) became president in 1933, he called

for the repeal of prohibition in order to create another avenue to boost profit margins by levying

a federal tax on alcohol, which he believed would help end the Depression. FDR also cited that

alcohol prohibition was a complete failure and only made alcohol abuse more prominent and

dangerous since the market was unregulated.3

Even though Prohibition was officially repealed several decades prior, the concerns over

the correct way to approach drug policy remained fresh in most Americans’ minds later in the

20th century. Another anti-drug movement later called the War on Drugs began to spread in the

United States. Like Prohibition, the origins of the War on Drugs began long before the actual

policy was enacted. Taxation and restriction policies on morphine and opium were in place as

early as 1890. The first effort to do something similar with marijuana occurred in 1937 with the4

4 History.com Editors. “Prohibition.”

3 Rosenman, Samuel. “Campaign Address on Prohibition in Sea Girt, New Jersey.” Campaign Address on
Prohibition in Sea Girt, New Jersey. The American Presidency Project, August 27, 1932.
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/campaign-address-prohibition-sea-girt-new-jersey.

2 History.com Editors. “Prohibition.” History.com. A&E Television Networks, October 29, 2009.
https://www.history.com/topics/roaring-twenties/prohibition.
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passing of the “Marihuana Tax Act.” While this act did not criminalize the possession of

marijuana, hemp, or its derivatives, it carried a fine of up to $2000 and up to five years in prison

if taxes were not paid. This act was also the foundation for future laws concerning legal5

regulation of cannabis cultivation and use, especially recreational. The author of the bill was

Harry Anslinger, the former head of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics (FBN). He was notorious6

for his anti-drug views and built the foundation for the official implementation of the War on

Drugs. Not only can American drug policy be traced back to Anslinger, but the societal views on

both marijuana and other drugs can too. During his tenure at the FBN from 1930-1962,

Anslinger appeared on various radio broadcasts and testified before Congress stating that the use

of marijuana would induce homicidal mania. Rather than justifying his anti-marijuana views on7

science, Anslinger used race as a factor. He connected corrupt groups that used marijuana

(majority black jazz musician groups) as being of low moral character. Though his ideas seem8

outlandish today, they largely reflected the public opinion of marijuana use and allowed the

blame to be placed on “corrupt” minority groups. Eventually, The Supreme Court ruled that the

“Marihuana Tax Act of 1937” was unconstitutional in the case Leary v. United States (1969)

because it went against the self-incrimination clause in the Fifth Amendment. In order to follow9

the regulations set in the “Marihuana Tax Act of 1937”, one had to declare themselves as a

possessor or distributor of marijuana. Possessing or distributing cannabis products (above .3%

9 Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 71.
8 Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 71. ABC-CLIO, LLC, 2017.
7 Moynihan, Colin. “An Exhibition Tells the Story of a Drug War Leader, but Not All of It.”

6 Moynihan, Colin. “An Exhibition Tells the Story of a Drug War Leader, but Not All of It.” The New York
Times. The New York Times, August 10, 2020.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/10/arts/design/Anslinger-drug-czar-exhibition.html.

5 “Did You Know... Marijuana Was Once a Legal Cross-Border Import?” U.S. Customs and Border
Protection. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://www.cbp.gov/about/history/did-you-know/marijuana#:~:text=His%20campaign%20against%20Cannabis%2
0led,an%20annual%20tax%20of%20%2424.
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THC) was illegal, but it was also illegal to not declare this because according to the act,

distributors and possessors had to pay a tax. Today, most of Anslinger’s claims about the10

dangers of marijuana have been proven false, however, the impact of these claims on American

society and policy cannot be ignored.

The 1960s saw the Vietnam War at its height and a “hippie” revolution forming in

opposition to the war. Within this pacifist culture sprung drug use, specifically marijuana and

psychedelic drug use. Drugs like LSD and Psilocybin (Magic Mushrooms) were seen as a way to

reach spiritual enlightenment or to “Tune in, Drop out.” Since lots of psychedelic users reported

positive effects, it appeared to be a promising lead for psychological research. But this11

counter-culture’s political foundation included heavily leftist ideas, namely the renouncing of

capitalism, consumerism, and materialism. These ideas made up the majority of the accepted12

political ideologies in the United States. As hippie culture became mainstream, psychedelics

began to take on a negative light. Those outside the movement saw the use of LSD and other

psychedelics as a menace to society partly due to their connection to seemingly dangerous ideas.

All of these fears led the US government to outlaw the manufacture and sale of all psychedelic

substances in 1965. Even with this ban, the hippie movement and their public psychedelic use13

continued through the end of 1960s. On November 15, 1969, the pacifist movement gathered in

their largest opposition to the Vietnam War in Washington D.C. These protests continued for

several months until violence broke out at a music festival leaving five dead. The violence14

14 History.com Editors. “The History of LSD.”

13 History.com Editors. “The History of LSD.” History.com. A&E Television Networks, June 14, 2017.
https://www.history.com/topics/crime/history-of-lsd.

12 Lopez, German. “The War on Drugs, Explained.”

11 Lopez, German. “The War on Drugs, Explained.” Vox. Vox, May 8, 2016.
https://www.vox.com/2016/5/8/18089368/war-on-drugs-marijuana-cocaine-heroin-meth.

10 Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 71.
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surrounding these initially peaceful protests set the precedent for the treatment of American

“radicals” and set the negative connotation of psychedelic and marijuana use in stone.

By the 1970s, the hippie movement was on its way out. Regardless of the movement’s

waning influence, marijuana was increasingly a subject of public concern. Though there was

already some legislation governing its distribution and use, there was a lack of medically sound

research into the subject. A number of government officials retained the idea that marijuana was

an extremely dangerous substance that provoked government rebellion. President Richard Nixon

was one of those politicians. But even though he despised marijuana, he knew that there would

have to be official research proving the substance’s danger to the public to halt its popularity. In

1971, Nixon established the National Commission on Marihuana and Drug Abuse-- more

commonly known as the Shafer Commission-- to extensively research marijuana. Over the15

course of a few years, the commission held hearings, received public testimony from citizens to

politicians, and sponsored over 50 studies on marijuana. The commission also took a hard look16

at the effectiveness of current marijuana policies. By 1973, the Shafer Commission published a

majority of its research and found there was no conclusive evidence of marijuana being a

dangerous drug. They also believed the “tough on crime approach” that was gaining popularity17

was not effective and that the personal possession of marijuana should be decriminalized.18

Considering Nixon’s and the general societal view of marijuana and other drugs at the time, these

results, while proven, were not favored. Nixon cautioned Shafer to not come out with a “soft on

18 Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 77-78.
17 Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 77-78.
16 Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 77-78. ABC-CLIO, LLC, 2017.

15 Sterling, Eric. “Shafer Commission Report on Marijuana and Drugs, Issued 40 Years Ago Today, Was
Ahead of Its Time.” HuffPost. HuffPost, May 21, 2013.
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marijuana report” because of concerns over public opinion and his own reelection campaign.19

Nixon eventually decided to end the commission and continue on structuring his war on drugs

policy. This publication by the Shafer Commision is frequently considered to be ahead of its time

when it comes to marijuana policies since this period (with the exception of Carter's “softer”

drug policies ) was seen as the beginning of the “War on Drugs.”20 21

Since drug abuse was a publicized problem and Americans wanted something done about

it, President Richard Nixon began the structuring of his war on drugs. In 1970, he signed the

Controlled Substances Act (CSA), which in addition to outlining transport and distribution of

certain drugs also included five schedules for drug classification. These schedules group drugs

by danger to human health, possibility for abuse, and legitimacy of medicinal use. Currently,

marijuana is classified as a Schedule I drug along with heroin, lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD),

N-N-dimethyltryptamine (DMT), peyote, and methylenedioxymethamphetamine

(MDMA/Ecstasy). Heroin is extremely addictive, is easy to overdose on, and is frequently22

laced (or other substances are laced with it). Long-term heroin use is associated with brain

deterioration, lung problems, and the contraction of HIV/AIDS or Hepatitis (For those using

heroin intravenously). Psychedelic substances like LSD, DMT, and Peyote are considered much23

safer. However, improper use of psychedelics can trigger schizophrenia or psychosis and cause

23 National Institute on Drug Abuse, “What Are the Medical Complications of Chronic Heroin Use?,”
National Institute on Drug Abuse, May 28, 2020,
https://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/research-reports/heroin/what-are-medical-complications-chronic-heroin-use
.

22 “Drug Schedules 1-5.” ISDH: Drug Schedules 1-5. ISDH. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://www.in.gov/isdh/27380.htm#:~:text=Schedule%20I%20Drugs%3A%20Examples%20include.

21 Sterling, Eric. “Shafer Commission Report on Marijuana and Drugs, Issued 40 Years Ago Today, Was
Ahead of Its Time.” HuffPost. HuffPost, May 21, 2013.
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/shafer-commission-report-_b_2925777.

20 Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 77-78.

19 History.com Editors. “War on Drugs.” History.com. A&E Television Networks, May 31, 2017.
https://www.history.com/topics/crime/the-war-on-drugs.
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lasting hallucinations (months to years after a dose). According to the CSA, “Schedule I drugs24

are the most dangerous drugs of all the drug schedules with potentially severe psychological or

physical dependence”. A lot of the reasoning behind marijuana’s placement on the CSA has to25

do with the way the drug was viewed. The frequency of marijuana use during the hippie

movement gave lots of Americans the impression that it was the gateway drug to government

dissidence. The CSA was written with somewhat good intentions, but future presidents were able

to weaponize it for political gain.

After President Jimmy Carter’s term of lighter drug penalties, President Ronald Reagan

picked up where Nixon’s drug policies left off and furthered the war on drugs. Though Reagan

himself was staunchly against all drugs, his first “drug czar” Carlton Turner took this to the

extreme. Turner believed that marijuana caused a rejection of civil authority and that the young

generation would be facing brain damage after years of smoking marijuana. In addition to this26

fear, he also went on the record to state that smoking marijuana caused homosexuality. With the27

HIV/AIDS crisis ensuing during the 1980s, Turner traced the origins of the epidemic to

marijuana. Turner wanted to rid the United States of marijuana so he decided to order federal

agents to spray cannabis plants with an extremely toxic herbicide called paraquat. Ingestion of

paraquat can lead to heart, kidney or liver failure coupled with lung scarring. Unfortunately this28

did not cause a decrease in American marijuana smokers. Instead, it caused an increase in

poisonings. Turner’s views on American drug policy shaped the societal stance on marijuana in

28 “Facts About Paraquat.” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, April 4, 2018. https://emergency.cdc.gov/agent/paraquat/basics/facts.asp.

27 Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 78-80.
26 Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 78-80. ABC-CLIO, LLC, 2017.
25 The Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention and Control Act of 1970, H.R. 18583, 91st Congress (1970).
24 National Institute on Drug Abuse, “What Are the Medical Complications of Chronic Heroin Use?,”
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the 1980s. These attitudes were reflected by the passage of the Drug Abuse Act of 1986. Though

this act increased the mandatory minimum punishments for most kinds of drug possession, it is

seen today as a grasp at political influence by the democratic party to prove they were tough on

drugs too.29

The biggest criticism of the War on Drugs and other prohibition movements is that it has

disproportionately affected low income groups and people of color. Nixon’s implementation of

the Controlled Substances Act raised important questions about the role racism plays in

American drug policy. John Ehrlichman, Nixon’s domestic policy chief, suggested that the

formalization of the War on Drugs was more than American protectionism. In an 1994 interview

he said:

We knew we couldn’t make it illegal to be either against the war or black, but by
getting the public to associate the hippies with marijuana and blacks with heroin,
and then criminalizing both heavily, we could disrupt those communities. We
could arrest their leaders, raid their homes, break up their meetings, and vilify
them night after night on the evening news. Did we know we were lying about the
drugs? Of course, we did.30

Ehrlichman speaking out about Nixon’s drug policies in this racist connotation is usually

taken lightly when it comes to motives behind the War on Drugs because Ehrlichman spent time

in jail after the Watergate Scandal. However, even if this statement was not entirely true, it still31

speaks to the legacy of the era. At the time, the crack cocaine epidemic was the leading

motivation behind drug policy reform. Crack as opposed to powder cocaine is considerably

cheaper to make. This low cost allowed this cocaine variant to infiltrate low-income

31 Lopez, German. “Was Nixon's War on Drugs a Racially Motivated Crusade? It's a Bit More
Complicated.”

30 Lopez, German. “Was Nixon's War on Drugs a Racially Motivated Crusade? It's a Bit More
Complicated.” Vox. Vox, March 29, 2016. https://www.vox.com/2016/3/29/11325750/nixon-war-on-drugs.

29 Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 78-80.



9

neighborhoods, most of which were majority African American. The national response to this32

epidemic was a tightening of American drug laws. Amongst these remedies were aggressive

policing, mandatory minimum sentences, and zero-tolerance policies. The zero-tolerance33

policies for drug use dangerously intertwined with a new theory called “The Broken Windows

Theory,” where it was believed that areas in disarray spurred more crime. Therefore, if police

addressed issues of vandalism, loitering, graffiti, and drug use, then more severe and widespread

crime would not occur. This theory amassed bipartisan support because there was a crackdown34

on crime and neglected neighborhoods would be cleaned up. When this policy was initially

enacted in New York City in the 1990s, there was a dramatic decrease in crime. But after

analyzing prior crime statistics, there is a trend of a decrease in crime following a sharp increase,

which questions the legitimacy of this policing theory. Another problem with this theory is that35

the action of “cleaning up”  morphed into “stop-and-frisk” policing in the early 2000s. This

theory has caused a massive increase in police misconduct complaints, incarceration rates, and a

lack of improvement in crime rates. Considering that a majority of arrests are for drug36

possession, this theory of policing in already marginalized communities only worsened racial

disparities and fed the mass incarceration crisis in the 1990s.

36 Vedantam, Shankar, Chris Benderev, Tara Boyle, Renee Klahr, Maggie Penman, and Jennifer Schmidt.
“How A Theory Of Crime And Policing Was Born, And Went Terribly Wrong.”

35 Vedantam, Shankar, Chris Benderev, Tara Boyle, Renee Klahr, Maggie Penman, and Jennifer Schmidt.
“How A Theory Of Crime And Policing Was Born, And Went Terribly Wrong.”

34 Vedantam, Shankar, Chris Benderev, Tara Boyle, Renee Klahr, Maggie Penman, and Jennifer Schmidt.
“How A Theory Of Crime And Policing Was Born, And Went Terribly Wrong.” NPR. NPR, November 1, 2016.
https://www.npr.org/2016/11/01/500104506/broken-windows-policing-and-the-origins-of-stop-and-frisk-and-how-it-
went-wrong.

33 Partin, Jeffrey Miron and Erin. “Police Violence and the Racist Drug War.” Cato Institute, January 11,
2021. https://www.cato.org/blog/police-violence-racist-drug-war.

32 Lopez, German. “The Deadliness of the Opioid Epidemic Has Roots in America's Failed Response to
Crack.” Vox. Vox, October 2, 2017.
https://www.vox.com/identities/2017/10/2/16328342/opioid-epidemic-racism-addictio.
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Though Nixon’s and Reagan’s approaches to drug policy were not explicitly racist, these

policies were still extremely detrimental to black communities that are still facing repercussions

today. Currently the rates of illicit drug use between white and black individuals is relatively

close (9.5%-10.5% respectively), yet for every 100,000 people per race arrested for drug-related

charges 332 are white and 879 are black. This means that for every white person arrested for37

drug-related crimes, approximately 2.6 black people are arrested. When it comes to marijuana

arrests, the numbers tell the same story. The American Civil Liberties Union (ALCU) concluded:

Black people are 3.64 times more likely than white people to be arrested for
marijuana possession, notwithstanding comparable usage rates. In every single
state, Black people were more likely to be arrested for marijuana possession, and
in some states, Black people were up to six, eight, or almost ten times more likely
to be arrested. In 31 states, racial disparities were actually larger in 2018 than they
were in 2010.38

Though the American perception of marijuana and other drugs has drastically changed

since the 1980s, there has been little change in the racial disparities for marijuana arrests. With

the push towards progressive marijuana reform, these disparities caused in part by the war on

drugs and other racially motivated drug legislation throughout the years might soon lessen.

The United State’s Current Policy on Marijuana and Other Intoxicating Substances

Where marijuana stands both socially and politically hinges on two questions: if the

possession of marijuana should be criminalized and if marijuana has a legitimate place in

medical or recreational use. According to Pew Research Center, approximately two-thirds of

38 “Racial Disparity In Marijuana Arrests.” National Organization for Reform of Marijuana Laws,
December 28, 2020. https://norml.org/marijuana/fact-sheets/racial-disparity-in-marijuana-arrests/.

37 Pearl, Betsy. “Ending the War on Drugs: By the Numbers.” Center for American Progress. Accessed
February 28, 2021.
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/criminal-justice/reports/2018/06/27/452819/ending-war-drugs-numbers/.ht
tps://www.sentencingproject.org/publications/un-report-on-racial-disparities/.
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Americans support the legalization of marijuana (see figure 1). The chart below illustrates39

support and opposition by education level, gender, political affiliation, and race. The most

divisive factor is political affiliation. While the majority of those in both parties, there is

considerably less Republican support for marijuana legalization. The current Republican Party

amasses less support for marijuana legalization because one of the main tenets of the party is the

“tough on crime” idea, which was implemented during the Nixon and Reagan administrations.

Figure 1. Percentage of Americans by demographic in support of marijuana legalization. Pew Research
Center.

Even with this divide, in recent years, there has been a larger congressional push for

marijuana reform, mainly amongst progressive Democrats. The most progressive attempt at

39 Daniller, Andrew. “Two-Thirds of Americans Support Marijuana Legalization.” Pew Research Center.
Pew Research Center, May 30, 2020.
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/11/14/americans-support-marijuana-legalization/.
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marijuana legalization in some capacity occurred in December 2020 when the “Marijuana

Opportunity Reinvestment and Expungement Act of 2019” (MORE Act) passed in the House of

Representatives. The MORE Act is the most progressive marijuana legislation that has ever been

partially passed. The landmark bill aims to decriminalize marijuana at a federal level, deschedule

the substance from the initial Schedule I title given during the War on Drugs , and expunge40

those currently imprisoned for cannabis possession-related offenses. Decriminalizing medical41

marijuana on a federal level will allow states to enact their own policies concerning both medical

and recreational marijuana. A majority of the reasoning for proponents of marijuana

decriminalization is the racist history behind excessive marijuana possession incarceration. The

MORE Act’s goal is to start enacting reparative justice to help improve this racial discrepancy.

When it comes to imprisonment statistics, the bill states:

(8) People of color have been historically targeted by discriminatory sentencing
practices resulting in Black men receiving drug sentences that are 13.1 percent
longer than sentences imposed for White men and Latinos being nearly 6.5 times
more likely to receive a Federal sentence for cannabis possession than non
Hispanic Whites. (9) In 2013, simple cannabis possession was the fourth most
common cause of deportation for any offense and the most common cause of
deportation for drug law violations. (10)42

Though this bill has not passed through the senate, it is entirely possible that the

democratic majority in the House and Senate will allow the complete passage of the MORE Act.

In addition to this act, several states had marijuana legislation on their ballots during the 2020

election. Arizona, New Jersey, and Montana all voted to legalize marijuana for recreational use.43

43 Marshall, Madeline. “Weed Was the Real Winner of the 2020 Election.” Vox. Vox, November 13, 2020.
https://www.vox.com/2020/11/13/21560332/weed-won-2020-election.

42 The Marijuana Opportunity Reinvestment and Expungement Act, H.R. 3884, 116th Congress. (2019).
41 The Marijuana Opportunity Reinvestment and Expungement Act, H.R. 3884, 116th Congress. (2019).
40 The Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention and Control Act of 1970, H.R. 18583, 91st Congress (1970).
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Mississippi and South Dakota voted to legalize marijuana for medical use. This is the most44

progressive outlook on marijuana that America has seen in at least fifty years.

Drug decriminalization on the other hand, is not viewed with the same favorability in the

United States. There is a lot of confusion over what drug decriminalization means, there are

concerns about punishment (if any) for users, and fears about what decriminalization will do for

the numbers of drug users. Firstly, drug decriminalization means that if one is caught using or

possessing a certain drug or equipment for use (ex. 1g of powder cocaine or syringes) they will

not go to prison. Instead they will be given a choice between going to a rehabilitation center or45

paying a fine. Drug possession will still be “illegal,” the only thing that changes is the

punishment. When it comes to numbers of drug users and decriminalization, data is limited.

Though a select few countries in the world have enacted drug decriminalization policies, the

same has not occurred on a large scale in the United States.

Oregon is arguably the most progressive state when it comes to drug reform. After the

2020 election, Ballot Measure 110 passed and allowed the state to decriminalize all drugs plus

expand access to rehabilitation services. These services will be funded through the excess money

made via the state’s marijuana tax. The main reasoning behind this ballot measure was to46

address the racial disparities in Oregon’s legal system, since these disparities are the most glaring

in drug arrests. Since this policy has not been in place long enough to determine whether the47

47 “Drug Policy Action's Measure 110 Prevails, Making Oregon the First U.S. State to Decriminalize All
Drugs & Expand Access to Addiction and Health Services.”

46 “Drug Policy Action's Measure 110 Prevails, Making Oregon the First U.S. State to Decriminalize All
Drugs & Expand Access to Addiction and Health Services.” Drug Policy Alliance. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://drugpolicy.org/press-release/2020/11/drug-policy-actions-measure-110-prevails-making-oregon-first-us-state.

45 “Drug Decriminalization.” Drug Policy Alliance. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://drugpolicy.org/issues/drug-decriminalization.

44 Marshall, Madeline. “Weed Was the Real Winner of the 2020 Election.”
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goals of this measure will be fulfilled, it will be a waiting game to see if drug decriminalization

really works in the United States.

Marijuana Should Be Federally Legal for Recreational Use

Due to the extensive racial disparities in drug incarceration, the medical benefits of

marijuana, and the self funding capabilities of rehabilitation facilities, marijuana should be legal

for recreational use.

A main concern for those in opposition to marijuana legalization, is the lack of federally

funded research. Prior to the war on drugs, there was actually some significant federally backed

research (like the Shafer Commission) that concluded marijuana possession should be

decriminalized, as they found that marijuana was not a dangerous drug. But this research is48

certainly old so public concern about its legitimacy is reasonable. Since marijuana is part of the

Schedule I classification, there have been no large group studies on the long term effects of

marijuana use. The issue with marijuana’s current standing on the CSA is that the federal

government cannot provide money to fund further research because of both ethical and legal

issues. If marijuana is at least declassified from a schedule I to a schedule III or IV, there can be

more current and plentiful research into the effects of marijuana.

The inability for the federal government funded research is not the only problem caused

by marijuana’s schedule on the Controlled Substances Act. There is a worsening legal

discrepancy between state and federal marijuana legislation. Currently, 44 states and territories

have legalized marijuana for medicinal purposes, yet marijuana’s schedule makes it completely

illegal on a federal level. The way the United States’ legal system is structured, federal laws

48 Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 76-77. ABC-CLIO, LLC, 2017.
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trump state laws. If someone possesses marijuana in a fully legal state but wants to fly to another

fully legal state, it is technically illegal. Airports are under federal jurisdiction meaning that49

someone possessing a legal amount of marijuana would be committing a felony (depending on

amount of marijuana). Another possible consequence of this is if someone was possessing

marijuana legally and they were asked to appear in court for another crime accusation, they If the

police were unable to find enough evidence to bring the person in but they found marijuana on

them, they could prosecute marijuana charges to bring someone to “justice.” As more states

continue to pass measures to legalize marijuana in some capacity, this legal discrepancy will

worsen. However, there is a simple remedy for this problem: descheduling and legalizing

marijuana on a federal level.

Federal funding and political motivations aside, lots of Americans who oppose marijuana

legalization are concerned about the long-term health effects of using marijuana. While these

concerns are completely valid, it is important to note where a lot of the fears surrounding the

psychological or sociological effects of marijuana use came from. American anti-drug campaigns

and policies were rooted in fear-mongering. Since the early 1900s, marijuana was said to cause

everything from brain and lung damage to homosexuality and homicidal tendencies. Today, the50

research overwhelmingly suggests that while marijuana is not a completely benign substance, it

does not directly cause any long-term health effects. Adding to physical damage, much of the51

51 Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 91-93.
50 Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 91-93. ABC-CLIO, LLC, 2017.

49 “Did You Know... Marijuana Was Once a Legal Cross-Border Import?” U.S. Customs and Border
Protection. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://www.cbp.gov/about/history/did-you-know/marijuana#:~:text=His%20campaign%20against%20Cannabis%2
0led,an%20annual%20tax%20of%20%2424.
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opposition and older drug education programs believe marijuana is a gateway drug. The Drug

Policy Alliance states:

Marijuana is the most popular and easily accessible illegal drug in the U.S. today.
So people who have used less accessible drugs (heroin, cocaine, LSD) are likely
to have first accessed marijuana and other more accessible drugs, including
alcohol. But the use of one does not cause the use of another. Most people who try
marijuana never go on to use any other illegal drug, and the vast majority of those
who do try another drug don’t become dependent on it, or go on to have
associated problems. For most people, marijuana is an endpoint in drug use rather
than a so-called “gateway drug.” New evidence suggests that marijuana can even
serve as an “exit drug,” helping people to reduce or eliminate their use of more
harmful drugs such as opiates or alcohol by easing withdrawal symptoms.52

Especially considering the health risk of substances that are currently legal (alcohol and

tobacco/nicotine), marijuana’s risks fit well within what is socially acceptable today. In fact, both

alcohol and tobacco have much higher risks. The CDC estimates that every year 95,000 people

die from excessive alcohol consumption and over 480,000 people die from tobacco use53

annually. Meanwhile, it is extremely difficult to overdose on marijuana and there are no54

significant statistics proving that marijuana use alone kills.55

Unlike alcohol and tobacco products, marijuana has reported health benefits. The main

benefit is the relief of chronic pain that affects millions of people nationwide. Usually chronic

pain appears to be a life sentence where the only treatments are a daily dose of NSAIDs or

opiates. Though NSAIDs are not necessarily addictive, consistent use can cause stomach ulcers

55 Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 91-92. ABC-CLIO, LLC, 2017.

54 “Smoking and Tobacco Use: Fast Facts.” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, May 21, 2020.
https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/fact_sheets/fast_facts/index.htm#:~:text=Cigarette%20smoking%20is%
20responsible%20for,or%201%2C300%20deaths%20every%20day.

53 “Deaths from Excessive Alcohol Use in the U.S.” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, January 14, 2021.
https://www.cdc.gov/alcohol/features/excessive-alcohol-deaths.html.

52 “Is Marijuana a Gateway Drug?” Drug Policy Alliance. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://drugpolicy.org/marijuana-gateway-drug.
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and thus are not an option for anyone who suffers from a digestive-related chronic pain

condition. Opiates themselves are incredibly addictive and are responsible for approximately56

47,000 deaths annually (15,000 from prescribed opiates). Plus, though these drugs are effective,57

higher doses are often extremely sedative, making the user unable to function normally. Dr. Peter

Grinspoon, a contributor to the Harvard Health blog reports:

In particular, marijuana appears to ease the pain of multiple sclerosis, and nerve
pain in general. This is an area where few other options exist, and those that do,
such as Neurontin, Lyrica, or opiates are highly sedating. Patients claim that
marijuana allows them to resume their previous activities without feeling
completely out of it and disengaged. Along these lines, marijuana is said to be a
fantastic muscle relaxant, and people swear by its ability to lessen tremors in
Parkinson’s disease. I have also heard of its use quite successfully for
fibromyalgia, endometriosis, interstitial cystitis, and most other conditions where
the final common pathway is chronic pain.58

Aside from the reported medical benefits of medical marijuana, the legalization of it

provides another avenue for business. As of 2019, despite the drug’s current scheduling, the

marijuana industry in the United States is worth $13.6 billion with almost 350,000 jobs in the

field. These numbers continue to grow at exponential rates and will continue to do so as more59

states legalize it. Even though it appears that the business is extremely profitable, it is also

incredibly risky. Since states have the power to determine whether or not marijuana is legal, each

state also has the power to create its own regulations. These regulations coupled with the

59 DSouza, Deborah. “The Future of the Marijuana Industry in America.” Investopedia. Investopedia,
January 28, 2021.
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/investing/111015/future-marijuana-industry-america.asp#:~:text=Desp
ite%20the%20plant%20being%20illegal,according%20to%20New%20Frontier%20Data.

58 Grinspoon, Peter. “Medical Marijuana.” Harvard Health Blog, April 15, 2020.
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/medical-marijuana-2018011513085#:~:text=Medical%20marijuana%20is%20a
lso%20reported,bowel%20syndrome%20and%20Crohn's%20disease.

57 “Overdose Death Maps.” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, November 20, 2020. https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/data/prescribing/overdose-death-maps.html.

56Grinspoon, Peter. “Medical Marijuana.” Harvard Health Blog, April 15, 2020.
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/medical-marijuana-2018011513085#:~:text=Medical%20marijuana%20is%20a
lso%20reported,bowel%20syndrome%20and%20Crohn's%20disease.



18

discrepancies between federal and state laws make running a cannabis dispensary quite

unpredictable. Chad Ebenezer, owner of Pine Street Cannabis Company in Soldotna, Alaska,

cites several problems with the current state of cannabis legalization and the federal government.

The majority of these problems surround money, specifically taxation. Because marijuna is

illegal at the federal level, his business is also technically illegal (even though he follows the

state regulations), meaning that he cannot get the typical tax deductions any other business

would. Additionally, it is difficult to stay with banks. Banks are federal, so running a business

(i.e. accounts or loans) that is “illegal” often results in the closings of accounts. It only gets60

worse when it comes to paying employees, since things like workers compensation and insurance

all have to be factored in. The instability of a bank account means that most payments are made

in cash, which in itself is risky too. If marijuana was legalized, more entrepreneurs in the

cannabis business, like Ebenezer, could run their business without the legal deadends.

All Other Intoxicating Substances Should Be Decriminalized

Even though the official policies remaining from the War on Drugs are not the forefront

of American drug policy, the effects of such policies have failed miserably. Rather than helping

those who are addicted to drugs, they are ostracized from society and thrown in jail, where

without their supply of drugs will inevitably go through withdrawals, which can easily kill. Plus,

drugs are still prevalent in prisons; they are just more dangerous. When an addict’s supply is

reduced or cut off, they will use any variation of the drug they can find in prison. Furthermore,

the soaring levels of drug abuse in the United States is partly to blame for the HIV/AIDS Crisis

that panicked the country in the 1980s. In order to repair the damage these policies have done,

60 Chad Ebenezer (Owner of Pine Street Cannabis Company) in discussion with the author. February 22,
2021.
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the United States needs to begin the process of decriminalizing drugs, redirecting funding, and

making drug rehabilitation programs more accessible.

In general, funding of departments (i.e. military, education) is one of the more

controversial issues in the United States, since a large amount of this funding comes from

taxpayer money. The problem that a lot of Americans have with paying taxes is that it appears

these tax dollars are spent on obsolete programs. One of the most expensive categories is the

prison system. According to the Prison Policy Initiative, public corrections alone cost $80.7

billion annually. When combined with other sectors of the prison system it totals to $187 billion61

annually. The average annual cost for one federal inmate is approximately $36,300 per inmate.62

But depending on the state the price per inmate can soar as high as $50,000 annually. The63

Federal Bureau of Prisons estimates that 46.4% of inmates serving time are imprisoned for drug

offenses. A majority of those offenses are low level (i.e. possession). If drugs were64

decriminalized, an astounding amount of taxpayer money could be saved. This excess tax money

(similar to Oregon’s marijuana tax) can go to fund educational and rehabilitation programs.

Though Oregon made history for being the first state to decriminalize all drugs, other

countries around the world have done the same years prior with significant success. In 2001,

64 “Federal Bureau of Prisons.” BOP Statistics: Inmate Offenses. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://www.bop.gov/about/statistics/statistics_inmate_offenses.jsp.

63 “The Price of Prisons - The Price of Prisons - Prison Spending in 2015.” Vera Institute of Justice.
Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://www.vera.org/publications/price-of-prisons-2015-state-spending-trends/price-of-prisons-2015-state-spending
-trends/price-of-prisons-2015-state-spending-trends-prison-spending.

62 “The Price of Prisons - The Price of Prisons - Prison Spending in 2015.” Vera Institute of Justice.
Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://www.vera.org/publications/price-of-prisons-2015-state-spending-trends/price-of-prisons-2015-state-spending
-trends/price-of-prisons-2015-state-spending-trends-prison-spending.

61 Initiative, Prison Policy, and Peter Wagner and Bernadette Rabuy. “Following the Money of Mass
Incarceration.” Prison Policy Initiative. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/money.html.
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Portugal became the first country in the world to decriminalize all drugs. Under their policy, drug

dealers still go to jail, but the possession and use of drugs will not result in jail time. Instead, the

country has opened up more rehabilitative spaces and has several groups that distribute clean

supplies to addicts on the street (tinfoil, alcohol swabs, sterile syringes, etc). Though Portugal65

has always had a significantly lower number of drug users than the United States, the drug use in

the country was publicized, making it a problem that was impossible to ignore. In the 1990s,

Portugal’s drug policies looked much like the United States’ war on drugs. Almost half of the66

prison population consisted of addicts and did nothing to help the addiction problem in the

country. It merely caused a budgetary strain. Portugal’s drug policies were the first of their kind67

and thus are followed closely from around the globe. Currently, drug use is on the rise in

Portugal and more people have experimented with more drugs in their lifetimes. However,68

those incarcerated have significantly lower rates of addiction and most importantly, those using

have much lower rates of HIV/AIDS (see figure 2). The repercussions of the AIDS crisis are69

still fresh in lots of people’s minds. The UNAIDS organization states:

Laws that criminalize key populations or discriminate against people living with
HIV undermine efforts to prevent new HIV infections and AIDS-related deaths in
dozens of countries across all regions. Decriminalization of drug use and
possession for personal use reduces the stigma and discrimination that hampers
access to health care, harm reduction and legal services. In countries where drug
use is decriminalized and comprehensive harm reduction is available, HIV
prevalence and transmission tend to drop sharply among people who use drugs.70

70 Unaids.org. “Decriminalization Works, but Too Few Countries Are Taking the Bold Step.” UNAIDS.
UNAIDS, March 3, 2020.

69 McCarthy, Niall, and Felix Richter. “Infographic: Then & Now Portugal's Drug Decriminalization.”
Statista Infographics, January 24, 2020.
https://www.statista.com/chart/20616/key-developments-since-portugal-decriminalized-drugs/.

68 Conan, Neal. “Mixed Results For Portugal's Great Drug Experiment.” NPR. NPR, January 20, 2011.
https://www.npr.org/2011/01/20/133086356/Mixed-Results-For-Portugals-Great-Drug-Experiment.

67 Bajekal, Naina. “Want to Win the War on Drugs? Portugal Might Have the Answer.”
66 Bajekal, Naina. “Want to Win the War on Drugs? Portugal Might Have the Answer.”

65 Bajekal, Naina. “Want to Win the War on Drugs? Portugal Might Have the Answer.” Time. Time, August
1, 2018. https://time.com/longform/portugal-drug-use-decriminalization/.
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No matter the way the results of Portugal’s total decriminalization of drugs are viewed,

the side effects have to be weighed with the benefits. Portugal may be a completely different

country than the United States, but it still has set a remarkable example for replacing “tough on

crime” approaches to drugs.

Figure 2. Statistics after Portugal’s drug decriminalization. Statista.

Decriminalizing drugs in the United States can benefit society in more ways than

reducing prison populations and drug-related illness. Since the days of Prohibition, there has

been a stigma surrounding those who use drugs. Though the Obama administration made

conscious efforts to shift the view of drug addiction, the stigma still remains. Drug addicts are

treated like social rejects. They are frequently pushed out of society where infrastructure and

people are neglected only making the problem worse. However, these problems are often not

addressed because they are not available to the public eye. Drug education programs for

https://www.unaids.org/en/resources/presscentre/featurestories/2020/march/20200303_drugs#:~:text=Czechia%2C%
20the%20Netherlands%2C%20Portugal%20and,in%20those%20countries%20are%20low.
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American youth also teach a problematic take on drugs. Starting in late elementary school,

children are usually given a list of ways to get high and then told not to do them instead of

teaching harm reduction strategies. A key point that needs to be recognized is that kids are71

going to be curious about drugs, whether they face long-term harm from deciding to use drugs is

up to what education they receive in their formative teen years. Drug addiction will always be a72

problem. There just needs to be a shift in how addiction is viewed. Addiction is a mental illness,

not a symbol of a delinquency.

Finally, the criminalization of drugs is an attack on democracy. Similarly to the policies

surrounding marijuana, those surrounding the possession and use of “harder” substances

disproportionately affect people of color too but not in the exact same way. Most convictions for

harder drug possession (like that of cocaine/crack, heroin, fentanyl, etc), result in felonies. On a

surface level, it appears as though there is not a correlation between the functionality of

American democracy and incarceration. Yet, 30 states currently have laws restricting felons from

voting either for a period of time after their release or a stripping of rights indefinitely. Only73

three states allow felons to retain voting rights while incarcerated. Approximately 33% of74

African American men have a felony conviction which in itself is telling. But, when it comes to

voting, 7.8% of African American men are disenfranchised from voting. This totals to about 1.5

million. While not all felony convictions are drug-related, these numbers still reinforce the75

75 Potyondy, Patrick. Felon Voting Rights.
74 Potyondy, Patrick. Felon Voting Rights.

73 Potyondy, Patrick. Felon Voting Rights. National Conference of State Legislatures. Accessed February
28, 2021. https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/felon-voting-rights.aspx.

72 “Real Drug Education.” Drug Policy Alliance. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://drugpolicy.org/issues/real-drug-education.

71 “Real Drug Education.” Drug Policy Alliance. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://drugpolicy.org/issues/real-drug-education.
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racial inequity in the American criminal justice system. For many black Americans, an addiction

stripped their right to vote. Drug decriminalization is a small piece of the puzzle but a big step in

addressing the system racism that plagues every aspect of the United States’ legal system.

Alaska Needs to be the Next State to Fully Decriminalize All Drugs

A common rationale for the decriminalization of all drugs (within Oregon and other

states pushing for decriminalization) is dealing with racial disparities. When thinking of racial

issues, states with large urban centers usually come to mind. However, there is one state that

faces the same issues at arguably worse levels without the same urbanization: Alaska. When

deciding policy for social change, Alaska is not usually placed in high consideration but that

needs to change because of its isolation, lack of political variability, and small population.

Anchorage, Alaska is considered the urban epicenter of the state and as such is quite diverse.

Around 38% of the population is non-white which is comparable to the makeup of other large

cities in the United States. Though it is encouraging to see the diversity, the same racial76

disparities that affect other large cities are amplified in Anchorage and the rest of Alaska.

Anchorage, like most cities, has a significant drug abuse problem. Among ages 12 or

older, the rate of substance abuse or dependence was higher among Alaska Natives than any

other group. 38.7% of Alaska Natives in the 12-17 age group had a lifetime prevalence of illicit77

drug use and also have the highest rates of lifetime tobacco use, nonmedical use of pain relievers,

and non-medical use of psychotherapeutic drugs. Subsequently, Alaska Native teens also are78

78 “SAMHSA American Indian/ Alaska Native Data.”

77 “SAMHSA American Indian/ Alaska Native Data.” Rockville, Maryland: Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration, n.d.

76 Early, Wesley. “Is Anchorage America's Most Diverse City? Depends on Who You Ask.” Alaska Public
Media. Alaska Public Media, May 31, 2017.
https://www.alaskapublic.org/2017/05/30/is-anchorage-americas-most-diverse-city-depends-on-who-you-ask.
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more likely to need drug rehabilitation than any other group. These higher rates of drug abuse79

also cause higher levels of homelessness. As of 2019, there were officially 1100 homeless people

in the city of Anchorage with 7900 people needing some form of homeless assistance. This80

number has been increasing steadily every year. This uptick in the Anchorage homeless

population correlates with increasing rates of alcohol and drug abuse. The coronavirus has put a81

further strain on already fragile homeless centers. With the incredibly cold winters in the state,

lots of those sleeping outside freeze to death (these chances increase more when coupled with

alcohol abuse). Homeless centers are often over capacity and have strict policies on drug and82

alcohol meaning that even in the rare chance a homeless individual could find a place to stay,

they will most likely be barred from staying because of their addiction.

A lot of Alaskan residents are disgusted with the levels of homelessness and blatant drug

use and just want the problem to disappear. They believe that a lot of the homeless people are

merely lazy and they just need to get a job. However, this is unrealistic for a lot of homeless

Alaskans as a significant amount of them face some type of addiction. Since public intoxication,

drug possession, and drug use is illegal, a lot of these homeless people are thrown in state

prisons. The problem is that their homelessness will still exist upon their release, continuing the

vicious cycle. The Prison Policy initiative states that for every 100,000 individuals, 691 are

82O'Malley, Julia. “Homeless in Alaska: Life and Death on the Freezing Streets.” The Guardian. Guardian
News and Media, December 24, 2016. https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/dec/24/alaska-homeless-deaths.

81 O'Malley, Julia. “Homeless in Alaska: Life and Death on the Freezing Streets.” The Guardian. Guardian
News and Media, December 24, 2016. https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/dec/24/alaska-homeless-deaths.

80Dobbyn, Paula. “As Anchorage Struggles with Homelessness, Outdoor Deaths Occur Regularly - but with
Little Public Notice.” Anchorage Daily News. Anchorage Daily News, September 7, 2020.
https://www.adn.com/alaska-news/anchorage/2020/09/06/as-anchorage-struggles-with-homelessness-outdoor-deaths
-occur-regularly-but-with-little-public-notice/#:~:text=An%20estimated%201%2C100%20people%20are,of%20ho
meless%20assistance%20in%202019.

79 “SAMHSA American Indian/ Alaska Native Data.”
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incarcerated in Alaska. This is more than a majority of other states and countries with83

established democracies. Alaska also has one of the highest costs per inmate in the nation (over84

$50,000 per inmate annually). If this incarceration rate is not concerning enough, figure 385

shows that even though there are significantly less Alaska Native people than white people in

Alaska, the rate of incarceration is almost the same. Similar to the whole of the United States,86

drug decriminalization will not fully solve the problems with racial inequity in the justice system

but is a step in the right direction. Reducing the amount of prisoners can improve the quality of

life within Alaska prisons, open up new treatment options for addiction (since there will be less

money spent on incarceration), and begin addressing the worsening homelessness problem.

Figure 3. Racial disparities in Alaskan prisons and jails. Prison Policy Initiative.

86 Initiative, Prison Policy. “Alaska Profile.”

85Stemen, Don. “The Prison Paradox: More Incarceration Will Not Make Us Safer.” New York, New York:
Vera Institute Of Justice, July 2017.

84 Initiative, Prison Policy. “Alaska Profile.”

83 Initiative, Prison Policy. “Alaska Profile.” Alaska profile | Prison Policy Initiative. Prison Policy
Initiative . Accessed February 28, 2021. https://www.prisonpolicy.org/profiles/AK.html.
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Conclusion

American drug policy is one of the more controversial subject areas. It compiles political

initiatives, racial disparities, housing crises, prison structure, and public health advancements.

All of the shortcomings in these policies can be addressed,but the United States must

acknowledge them and begin the first steps. The first step is to legalize marijuana at a federal

level and then progress towards the decriminalization of all other drugs. Though other countries

have set examples for drug decriminalization, their structures are completely different than the

United States. Within the next few years, Oregon needs to be given special attention concerning

its policies and Alaska needs to watch. If the homelessness, racial injustices, budgetary strains,

and health risks are not concerning enough, all of these problems kill thousands of Americans

annually. If the coronavirus pandemic has any positive impact on the nation, all of these systemic

issues plaguing society are seeing public light. Now is the time to look at the research, humanize

everyone, and take the first leap towards social justice.



27

Bibliography

Bajekal, Naina. “Want to Win the War on Drugs? Portugal Might Have the Answer.” Time. Time,
August 1, 2018. https://time.com/longform/portugal-drug-use-decriminalization/.

Chad Ebenezer (Owner of Pine Street Cannabis Company) in discussion with the author.
February 22, 2021

The Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention and Control Act of 1970, H.R. 18583, 91st
Congress (1970).

Conan, Neal. “Mixed Results For Portugal's Great Drug Experiment.” NPR. NPR, January 20,
2011.
https://www.npr.org/2011/01/20/133086356/Mixed-Results-For-Portugals-Great-Drug-Ex
periment.

Daniller, Andrew. “Two-Thirds of Americans Support Marijuana Legalization.” Pew Research
Center. Pew Research Center, May 30, 2020.
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/11/14/americans-support-marijuana-legaliza
tion/.

“Deaths from Excessive Alcohol Use in the U.S.” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, January 14, 2021.
https://www.cdc.gov/alcohol/features/excessive-alcohol-deaths.html.

“Did You Know... Marijuana Was Once a Legal Cross-Border Import?” U.S. Customs and
Border Protection. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://www.cbp.gov/about/history/did-you-know/marijuana#:~:text=His%20campaign%
20against%20Cannabis%20led,an%20annual%20tax%20of%20%2424.

Dobbyn, Paula. “As Anchorage Struggles with Homelessness, Outdoor Deaths Occur Regularly -
but with Little Public Notice.” Anchorage Daily News. Anchorage Daily News,
September 7, 2020.
https://www.adn.com/alaska-news/anchorage/2020/09/06/as-anchorage-struggles-with-ho
melessness-outdoor-deaths-occur-regularly-but-with-little-public-notice/#:~:text=An%20
estimated%201%2C100%20people%20are,of%20homeless%20assistance%20in%20201
9.

“Drug Decriminalization.” Drug Policy Alliance. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://drugpolicy.org/issues/drug-decriminalization.

“Drug Policy Action's Measure 110 Prevails, Making Oregon the First U.S. State to
Decriminalize All Drugs & Expand Access to Addiction and Health Services.” Drug
Policy Alliance. Accessed February 28, 2021.



28

https://drugpolicy.org/press-release/2020/11/drug-policy-actions-measure-110-prevails-m
aking-oregon-first-us-state.

“Drug Schedules 1-5.” ISDH: Drug Schedules 1-5. ISDH. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://www.in.gov/isdh/27380.htm#:~:text=Schedule%20I%20Drugs%3A%20Examples
%20include.

DSouza, Deborah. “The Future of the Marijuana Industry in America.” Investopedia.
Investopedia, January 28, 2021.
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/investing/111015/future-marijuana-industry-ameri
ca.asp#:~:text=Despite%20the%20plant%20being%20illegal,according%20to%20New%
20Frontier%20Data.

Early, Wesley. “Is Anchorage America's Most Diverse City? Depends on Who You Ask.” Alaska
Public Media. Alaska Public Media, May 31, 2017.
https://www.alaskapublic.org/2017/05/30/is-anchorage-americas-most-diverse-city-depen
ds-on-who-you-ask/.

“Facts About Paraquat.” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, April 4, 2018.
https://emergency.cdc.gov/agent/paraquat/basics/facts.asp.

“Federal Bureau of Prisons.” BOP Statistics: Inmate Offenses. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://www.bop.gov/about/statistics/statistics_inmate_offenses.jsp.

Grinspoon, Peter. “Medical Marijuana.” Harvard Health Blog, April 15, 2020.
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/medical-marijuana-2018011513085#:~:text=Medica
l%20marijuana%20is%20also%20reported,bowel%20syndrome%20and%20Crohn's%20
disease.

History.com Editors. “Prohibition.” History.com. A&E Television Networks, October 29, 2009.
https://www.history.com/topics/roaring-twenties/prohibition.

History.com Editors. “The History of LSD.” History.com. A&E Television Networks, June 14,
2017. https://www.history.com/topics/crime/history-of-lsd.

History.com Editors. “War on Drugs.” History.com. A&E Television Networks, May 31, 2017.
https://www.history.com/topics/crime/the-war-on-drugs.

Initiative, Prison Policy, and Peter Wagner and Bernadette Rabuy. “Following the Money of
Mass Incarceration.” Prison Policy Initiative. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/money.html.

Initiative, Prison Policy. “Alaska Profile.” Alaska profile | Prison Policy Initiative. Prison Policy
Initiative . Accessed February 28, 2021. https://www.prisonpolicy.org/profiles/AK.html.



29

“Is Marijuana a Gateway Drug?” Drug Policy Alliance. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://drugpolicy.org/marijuana-gateway-drug.

Lopez, German. “The Deadliness of the Opioid Epidemic Has Roots in America's Failed
Response to Crack.” Vox. Vox, October 2, 2017.
https://www.vox.com/identities/2017/10/2/16328342/opioid-epidemic-racism-addictio.

Lopez, German. “The War on Drugs, Explained.” Vox. Vox, May 8, 2016.
https://www.vox.com/2016/5/8/18089368/war-on-drugs-marijuana-cocaine-heroin-meth.

Lopez, German. “Was Nixon's War on Drugs a Racially Motivated Crusade? It's a Bit More
Complicated.” Vox. Vox, March 29, 2016.
https://www.vox.com/2016/3/29/11325750/nixon-war-on-drugs.

The Marijuana Opportunity Reinvestment and Expungement Act, H.R. 3884, 116th Congress.
(2019).

Marshall, Madeline. “Weed Was the Real Winner of the 2020 Election.” Vox. Vox, November 13,
2020. https://www.vox.com/2020/11/13/21560332/weed-won-2020-election.

McCarthy, Niall, and Felix Richter. “Infographic: Then & Now Portugal's Drug
Decriminalization.” Statista Infographics, January 24, 2020.
https://www.statista.com/chart/20616/key-developments-since-portugal-decriminalized-d
rugs/.

Moynihan, Colin. “An Exhibition Tells the Story of a Drug War Leader, but Not All of It.” The
New York Times. The New York Times, August 10, 2020.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/10/arts/design/Anslinger-drug-czar-exhibition.html.

National Institute on Drug Abuse. “What Are the Medical Complications of Chronic Heroin
Use?” National Institute on Drug Abuse, May 28, 2020.
https://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/research-reports/heroin/what-are-medical-compl
ications-chronic-heroin-use.

Newton, David E. Marijuana: Second Edition, 53-99. ABC-CLIO, LLC, 2017.

O'Malley, Julia. “Homeless in Alaska: Life and Death on the Freezing Streets.” The Guardian.
Guardian News and Media, December 24, 2016.
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/dec/24/alaska-homeless-deaths.

“Overdose Death Maps.” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, November 20, 2020.
https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/data/prescribing/overdose-death-maps.html.

Partin, Jeffrey Miron and Erin. “Police Violence and the Racist Drug War.” Cato Institute,
January 11, 2021. https://www.cato.org/blog/police-violence-racist-drug-war.



30

Pearl, Betsy. “Ending the War on Drugs: By the Numbers.” Center for American Progress.
Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/criminal-justice/reports/2018/06/27/452819/end
ing-war-drugs-numbers/.

Potyondy, Patrick. Felon Voting Rights. National Conference of State Legislatures. Accessed
February 28, 2021.
https://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-and-campaigns/felon-voting-rights.aspx.

“The Price of Prisons- Prison Spending in 2015.” Vera Institute of Justice. Accessed February
28, 2021.
https://www.vera.org/publications/price-of-prisons-2015-state-spending-trends/price-of-p
risons-2015-state-spending-trends/price-of-prisons-2015-state-spending-trends-prison-spe
nding.

“Racial Disparity In Marijuana Arrests.” National Organization for Reform of Marijuana Laws,
December 28, 2020.
https://norml.org/marijuana/fact-sheets/racial-disparity-in-marijuana-arrests/.

“Real Drug Education.” Drug Policy Alliance. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://drugpolicy.org/issues/real-drug-education.

Rosenman, Samuel. “Campaign Address on Prohibition in Sea Girt, New Jersey.” The American
Presidency Project, August 27, 1932.
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/campaign-address-prohibition-sea-girt-new-j
ersey.

“Smoking and Tobacco Use: Fast Facts.” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, May 21, 2020.
https://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/fact_sheets/fast_facts/index.htm#:~:text=Cig
arette%20smoking%20is%20responsible%20for,or%201%2C300%20deaths%20every%
20day.

Stemen, Don. “The Prison Paradox: More Incarceration Will Not Make Us Safer.” New York,
New York: Vera Institute Of Justice, July 2017.
https://www.vera.org/downloads/publications/for-the-record-prison-paradox_02.pdf

Sterling, Eric. “Shafer Commission Report on Marijuana and Drugs, Issued 40 Years Ago Today,
Was Ahead of Its Time.” HuffPost. HuffPost, May 21, 2013.
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/shafer-commission-report-_b_2925777.

Unaids.org. “Decriminalization Works, but Too Few Countries Are Taking the Bold Step.”
UNAIDS. UNAIDS, March 3, 2020.
https://www.unaids.org/en/resources/presscentre/featurestories/2020/march/20200303_dr
ugs#:~:text=Czechia%2C%20the%20Netherlands%2C%20Portugal%20and,in%20those
%20countries%20are%20low.



31

Vedantam, Shankar, Chris Benderev, Tara Boyle, Renee Klahr, Maggie Penman, and Jennifer
Schmidt. “How A Theory Of Crime And Policing Was Born, And Went Terribly Wrong.”
NPR. NPR, November 1, 2016.
https://www.npr.org/2016/11/01/500104506/broken-windows-policing-and-the-origins-of
-stop-and-frisk-and-how-it-went-wrong.


