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DOES CANNABIS CAUSE POVERTY
TOO? MOVING BEYOND THE
MALEVOLENCE PARADIGM

The moral status of cannabis was transformed from
medicine to vice in the early 20th century by claims
about its malevolent consequences. In the United States,
for example, a 1934 Bureau of Narcotics report claimed
that ‘fifty percent of the violent crimes committed by
Mexicans, Turks, Filipinos, Greeks, Spaniards, Latin
Americans and Negroes may be traced to the abuse of
marihuana’. It quoted a narcotics officer: ‘Marihuana has
a worse effect than heroin. It gives men the lust to kill,
unreasonably, without motive—for the sheer sake of
murder itself ’ [1]. In the 1936 film Reefer Madness, a few
puffs caused sexual assault and homicide. In 1937,
Congress criminalized cannabis.

Thirty years later, as cannabis use became widespread
among normal, middle-class citizens, claims that it
caused violence and crime lost credibility. Prohibitionists
then shifted their arguments, claiming cannabis was
dangerous because it had the opposite effect, draining
users of all motivation [2]. More recently, new claims
have been made of a link between cannabis and psychosis
[3].

Pedersen’s study of Norwegian young people [4] sug-
gests that cannabis use is associated with poverty, too,
or at least with receipt of welfare, which implies docu-
mented need. His prospective, longitudinal data, careful
testing of several possible confounders, and finding of a
dose-related relationship all give confidence in his corre-
lation. He is admirably cautious in his interpretations and
candid about the limitations of his study. None the less,
there are a few issues regarding specification of variables
that might be considered in future research.

The core independent variable, cannabis use, is mea-
sured in ranges, with the link to welfare holding only for
those who used cannabis 50 times or more; but in a popu-
lation sample such as this, there are probably people who
have used many hundreds of times. A continuous vari-
able could show whether the observed association with
welfare was created by a small number of extreme users
within the 50+ group.

The core dependent variable is a dummy variable,
received welfare or not, which tells us nothing about the
reasons for assistance (disability, ill health, prolonged
unemployment). Apart from this, we do not know what, if
anything, receipt of welfare means or what its link to
cannabis might be. Is cannabis thought to cause poverty
or disability and thus the need for assistance? To his credit,

Pedersen notes that he is ‘not able to explain the mecha-
nisms behind these associations . . .’. More detailed mea-
sures of need could help. In his data set, socio-economic
status is measured indirectly by parental occupation and
education. Direct measures of respondents’ income could
tell us more about need and its possible links to cannabis
use.

Pedersen’s study is generally well conducted, but the
silent paradigm around such studies is troubling. Why
are questions of this genre so often asked, funded and
published? A proper answer would show the political uses
of drug problems and how the drug control industry
holds in place a fear-based frame around drug use. Here I
can only suggest that studies searching for associations
between cannabis and a long line of unwanted behaviors
constitute ‘normal science’ [5] within what I call the
‘malevolence paradigm’. Research within this paradigm
presumes that cannabis causes trouble and then hunts
for it.

Pedersen states that his study ‘adds to the existing
evidence of the possibly harmful social consequences
of cannabis use’. His core finding of an association
between cannabis and welfare is based on the 46
respondents (of 2606) who used cannabis more than 50
times. Prevalence of cannabis use is low in Norway, but
in nearly all other modern societies cannabis is used
routinely by millions of accomplished, socially inte-
grated people [6]. This raises a fundamental question of
theoretical logic: if some small sliver of cannabis users
are more prone to receive welfare assistance (or engage
in crime, or report ‘psychotic symptoms’, etc.), should
scientists look to the drug—consumed unproblemati-
cally by the vast majority of users—or should they look
at the characteristics of problematic users and their
milieu?

The malevolence paradigm precludes important ques-
tions from being asked. To understand the relationship
between cannabis and welfare it would be useful to know
how many people get by without welfare because they
earn income from small-time cannabis growing? Drug
journals have published more than 200 papers on pos-
sible links between cannabis and mental illness, but on
the rare occasions when cannabis users are asked what
advantages they derive from cannabis, the most common
themes are relaxation, anxiety relief and stress reduction
[7]. The question of whether cannabis ever confers
mental health benefits or reduces the need for mental
health services remains uninvestigated.

Even thoughtful studies such as Pedersen’s tend to
feed the criminalization narrative: because cannabis
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appears associated with unwanted behaviors—no
matter how rare, or how partial and contingent the
association—continued prohibition is warranted. This
non-sequitur is smuggled into public discourse, shapes
public policy and reaffirms the malevolence paradigm.
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REPLY TO REINARMAN: THE SOCIAL
HARMS OF CANNABIS

What seems to trouble Craig Reinarman [1] about my
study [2] is not the design, the data or the findings, but
rather ‘the silent paradigm around such studies’ in
general. He writes: ‘Research within this paradigm pre-
sumes that cannabis causes trouble and then hunts
for it’. I hope that my paper, despite its limitations, may
also be read as an effort to understand how the use
of cannabis—within a specific sociocultural and welfare
state context, and under a rather punitive penal regime—
is woven into processes of marginalization.

I agree that we have seen a moral panic related
to cannabis use. However, another problem is just as
evident. The bulk of studies on cannabis are situated
within a biomedical tradition in which the aim has
been to identify possible problems associated with the

substance per se. Even David Nutt’s important and timely
study [3], which gave cannabis a modest harm score
compared with tobacco and alcohol, seems to rest upon
the assumption that a drug’s harm can be measured
independent of its sociocultural context and penal
regulations. However, legal status and penal regulations,
administered by governments, are decisive in under-
standing the possible harms of cannabis use.

Is cannabis dangerous? For the socially well-
integrated, middle-aged user, moderate cannabis use,
obtained from a legal source, is probably less dangerous
than use of tobacco or alcohol. However, while the
Norwegian cannabis subculture was formed in the
late 1960s, it continues to offer surprisingly powerful
symbols, rituals and argot. The very illegality of the sub-
stance continues to fuel the core of this subculture [4, 5].
The use of cannabis is not ‘normalized’, and unsettled
adolescents may ‘become lost’ in this subculture. More
importantly, many are exposed to harder illegal drugs.
Many users are also small-scale dealers, which may
explain why a large proportion of regular cannabis users
also get a drug-related criminal record [6]. Thus, for some
users, cannabis is associated with serious social prob-
lems. The present study adds, in my opinion, to such con-
cerns. Needless to say, the evidence I present does not
describe problems associated with cannabis use per se.

Contrary to what Reinarman seems to imply, the ratio-
nal policy implications of findings such as mine are not
what he describes as ‘continued prohibition’. The social
problems that arose through the illegal status of cannabis
have been perpetrated and strengthened by the ‘war on
drugs’. Thus, a more obvious political implication would
be to reduce the social harms of government control.
Fortunately, signs of this actually happening in many
countries, including Norway, have appeared in recent
years as our punitive drug policy continues to come
under increasing pressure.
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