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Introduction	

The	racial	disparity	of	low-level	drug	offense	arrests	has	been	well-studied,	and	the	

research	supports	what	many	communities	have	known	for	a	 long	time:	black	Americans	

are	more	likely	to	be	arrested	for	marijuana	use	than	whites,	despite	similar	rates	of	usage	

(Matthews,	2013;	Mitchell	&	Caudy,	2015).	As	a	result,	black	people	have	more	to	gain	from	

legalization	in	terms	of	lower	arrest	rates.	But	can	that	potential	be	realized?	According	to	

FBI	crime	and	U.S.	census	data,	when	Massachusetts	decriminalized	the	possession	of	small	

amounts	of	marijuana,	arrest	rates	dropped	across	the	board,	but	black	people	continued	to	

experience	arrest	rates	about	four	times	the	rate	of	whites	(Matthews,	2013).	Additionally,	

whites	 have	 a	 second,	 economic	 interest	 in	 legalization;	 even	 in	 states	 where	 full	

legalization	has	led	to	a	booming	marijuana	industry,	racial	disparities	carry	over	into	the	

growing	 licensure	 process,	 resulting	 in	 the	 sector	 being	 “overwhelmingly	 dominated	 by	

white	men”	(Jan	&	Nirappil,	2017).	

In	 this	 report	 I	 will	 investigate	 whether	 public	 opinion	 about	 the	 legalization	 of	

marijuana	 reflects	 the	 racial	 and	 economic	 disparities	 we	 see	 in	 decriminalization	 and	

legalization	outcomes.	Do	black	and	white	people	feel	differently	about	the	legalization	of	

marijuana?	 Is	 socioeconomic	 class	 related	 to	 whether	 a	 person	 favors	 legalization?	 I	

hypothesize	 that,	 in	 the	 2016	 General	 Social	 Survey	 (GSS),	 a	 higher	 percentage	 of	white	

than	black	respondents,	and	a	higher	percentage	of	middle	and	upper	class	than	lower	and	

working	class	respondents,	will	say	marijuana	should	be	legalized.		
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Literature	

	 As	early	as	the	1970s,	major	tobacco	companies	began	to	prepare	for	the	potential	

legalization	 of	 marijuana	 in	 the	 United	 States,	 realizing	 a	 change	 in	 federal	 laws	 would	

create	 a	 new	 and	 lucrative	 market	 (Barry,	 Hiilamo,	 &	 Glantz,	 2014).	 The	 focused	 and	

sustained	 interest	 of	 multi-billion	 dollar	 companies	 suggests	 the	 scale	 to	 which	 a	 legal	

marijuana	industry	could	generate	profit	–	a	compelling	reason	for	individuals	with	access	

and	capital	 to	 support	 legalization	 (and	 to	 invest	early).	 	Meanwhile,	 starting	 in	 the	mid-

1980s,	the	War	on	Drugs	resulted	in	disproportionate	arrest	rates	of	racial	minorities	for	

drug-related	offenses	 in	a	way	 that	cannot	be	explained	by	higher	usage,	participation	 in	

distribution,	or	neighborhood	proximity;	it	can,	however,	be	explained	by	race	(Mitchell	&	

Caudy,	 2015).	Thirty	 years	 later,	 the	 legalization	of	marijuana	 in	 two	Western	 states	has	

“reduced	the	total	number	of	searches	and	misdemeanors	for	all	race	groups”	(Pierson,	et	

al.,	2017,	p.	1)	but	“the	relative	gap	persists,	with	minorities	still	more	likely	to	be	searched	

than	whites”	(Pierson,	et	al.,	2017,	p.	13).	Marijuana	is	a	potentially	lucrative	business,	but	

the	impact	of	legalization	isn’t	necessarily	equitable	along	race	or	class	lines.	

	

Theory	

	 Critical	race	theory	tells	us	that	whites	lack	racial	consciousness	because	Whiteness	

is	seen	as	the	default	condition	from	which	others	deviate	(Babbie,	2013,	p.	39).	As	a	result,	

whites	will	only	support	the	rights	of	other	races	when	we	stand	to	gain	from	it	ourselves	–	

that	is,	when	our	interests	converge	(Bell,	1980).	In	the	case	of	marijuana	laws,	we	can	use	

interest	convergence	theory	to	hypothesize	that	the	combination	of	economic	benefit	and	

lower	 risk	 of	 arrest	 will	 lead	 to	 white	 support	 for	 legalization.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 black	
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people’s	recognition	of	the	persistent	disparity	in	outcomes	along	racial	lines	may	result	in	

apathy	 towards	 legalization.	 The	 combination	 of	 additional	 economic	 opportunities	 for	

whites	and	apathy	among	black	people	could	lead	to	greater	support	for	legalization	among	

whites.		

Similarly,	because	of	 the	 start-up	costs	 involved	with	entering	 the	 legal	marijuana	

industry,	 those	 with	 greater	 access	 to	 and	 control	 over	 capital	 (both	 financial	 and	

sociopolitical)	may	have	greater	access	to	the	economic	benefits	made	possible	by	a	 legal	

marijuana	 industry.	 This	 knowledge	 may	 lead	 to	 greater	 apathy	 among	 the	 lower	 and	

working	 classes.	We	 can	 therefore	 hypothesize	 that	 middle	 and	 upper	 class	 people	 will	

support	 legalization	 in	 greater	 percentages	 than	 lower	 and	 working	 class	 people.	

	

Research	Methods	

In	 this	 analysis,	 I	 used	 the	 2016	 GSS	 dataset,	 available	 directly	 from	 the	 NORC	

website	(Smith,	et	al.,	2017).	The	independent	variables	of	interest	are	race	and	class,	while	

attitude	 towards	marijuana	 legalization	 is	 the	 dependent	 variable.	 These	 are	 all	 nominal	

variables;	because	the	primary	interest	is	comparing	percentages	across	race,	class,	and	the	

combination	of	the	two,	all	responses	in	the	dataset	were	included	in	the	analysis,	with	no	

sampling.	To	visualize	 the	race	and	class	of	 the	study	population,	 I	created	 frequency	pie	

charts.	 In	 comparing	 attitudes	 across	 race	 and	 class,	 I	 used	 a	 crosstab	 analysis	 with	

percentage-based	reporting.	Two	of	these	crosstabs	were	created	using	the	entire	dataset,	

while	two	others	were	prepared	by	first	splitting	the	file	by	race	and	then	running	a	class-

based	analysis	on	white	and	black	respondents	separately.	
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Results	

Results	 are	based	on	 a	 study	population	of	 over	1800	 individuals;	 73%	are	white	

and	another	17%	are	black	(see	Figure	1).	Of	 this	same	population,	about	10%	identified	

themselves	as	 lower	 class,	47%	as	working	class,	40%	as	middle	 class,	 and	3%	as	upper	

class	(see	Figure	2).		

	

		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Hypothesis	1:	A	higher	percentage	of	white	than	black	respondents	will	say	marijuana	should	

be	legalized.	

This	 hypothesis	 is	 disconfirmed;	 Table	 1	 shows	 that	 a	 higher	 percentage	 of	 black	

people	favor	legalization	(65.5%)	than	whites	(61.8%).	The	difference	between	the	two	is	

relatively	 small,	 and	 it	 would	 be	 more	 accurate	 to	 say	 black	 and	 white	 people	 support	

marijuana	legalization	at	similar	rates.	While	the	sample	for	black	people	is	much	smaller	

than	the	sample	for	whites,	the	proportion	of	the	samples	is	relatively	representative	of	the	

U.S.	population	more	generally.	

Figure	1.	Data	source:	GSS	2016.	 Figure	2.	Data	source:	GSS	2016.	
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Table	1.	Data	source:	GSS	2016.	

	

	

Hypothesis	2:	a	higher	percentage	of	 lower	and	working	 class	 than	middle	and	upper	 class	

respondents	will	say	marijuana	should	be	legalized.	

Results	on	the	basis	of	class	are	more	convincingly	disconfirmed.	In	Table	2,	we	can	

see	a	steady	decline	in	support	for	legalization	as	class	increases,	with	a	high	of	69.4%	and	

a	low	of	54.9%	--	a	15-point	difference	between	lower	and	upper	classes.	If	we	investigate	

attitudes	 towards	 legalization	by	race	and	class,	we	see	a	very	similar	pattern	 for	whites	

(Table	3),	with	support	for	legalization	steadily	decreasing	from	a	high	of	72.7%	for	white	

lower	class	people,	to	a	low	of	48.6%	for	white	upper	class	people.	Black	people	follow	this	

same	general	trend	at	the	start,	with	66.7%	support	within	the	lower	class,	decreasing	in	

the	 working	 and	 middle	 classes.	 Support	 among	 black	 upper	 class	 people	 increases	 to	

76.9%,	but	this	is	based	on	only	10	cases,	so	the	general	trend	stands.	
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Table	2.	Data	source:	GSS	2016.	

	

Table	3.	Data	source:	GSS	2016.	

	

Table	4.	Data	source:	GSS	2016.	

	

Discussion	

	 Although	 whites	 do	 not	 support	 legalization	 of	 marijuana	 in	 greater	 percentages	

than	black	people,	 it’s	still	possible	that	interest	convergence	is	a	factor,	and	that	support	

among	whites	is	higher	than	it	would	be	without	economic	incentives.	One	way	to	test	this	
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would	be	to	investigate	opinion	over	time.	To	what	extent	did	whites	support	legalization	

in	the	1980s,	before	a	legal	marijuana	market	or	the	War	on	Drugs	existed?	How	has	that	

changed	since?	GSS	datasets	 from	previous	years	are	easily	obtainable	 from	the	National	

Opinion	Research	Center	website.	Although	the	GSS	goes	back	to	1972,	the	question	about	

marijuana	legalization	was	not	included	in	several	editions	of	the	survey	before	1986,	but	

plenty	of	data	are	available	for	comparison	nonetheless	(National	Opinion	Research	Center	

[NORC],	2017).	Further	 investigation	could	also	focus	on	the	change	 in	opinion	over	time	

by	class,	and	by	class	within	each	race.			

	 Another	way	to	expand	and	improve	this	research	would	be	to	examine	additional	

independent	 variables.	 Does	 a	 person’s	 geographic	 location	 impact	 their	 support	 for	

legalization?	 What	 about	 health,	 since	 marijuana	 is	 used	 for	 both	 recreational	 and	

medicinal	purposes?	Are	any	of	these	independent	variables	more	strongly	correlated	with	

increased	 support	 for	 legalization,	 alone	 or	 in	 combination?	 Additional	 competing	

hypotheses	could	also	be	explored.	Given	 that	black	people	 face	higher	risk	of	arrest,	 the	

potential	benefit	 from	 lowered	arrest	rates	might	overcome	any	apathy	 towards	reduced	

market	 access,	 resulting	 in	 stronger	 support	 for	 legalization	 among	 black	 people.	 Lower	

and	working	 class	 people	may	 be	more	 interested	 in	 lowered	 arrests	 than	 access	 to	 the	

market,	 resulting	 in	 greater	 support	 for	 legalization	 than	 among	 the	 middle	 or	 upper	

classes.		Interest	convergence	may	not	explain	support	for	legalization	along	simple	racial	

or	class	lines,	but	that	does	not	rule	it	out	as	a	possible	factor.	
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