
By mid-20th century, perception towards marijuana had significantly changed leading it to be classified as a
Schedule I drug under Controlled Substances Act (CSA) in 1970. The classification implied that marijuana
has high abuse potential with no accepted medical use which brought along strict regulations and penalties
for possession, distribution and cultivation.

Despite various reports highlighting its medicinal properties, fear-driven narrative shaped public opinion
against legalization policies at this time period; any attempt made towards decriminalization or legalization
was met with heavy resistance due to strong public disapproval anchored on misconceptions about its
addictive nature and harmful effects on society.

 

Current Public Opinion on Marijuana Legalization

The perception of marijuana as less harmful compared to other substances such as tobacco and alcohol has
also contributed to this change in public sentiment. The push for decriminalization reflects society's evolving
understanding that strict penalties disproportionately affect certain demographics creating social inequality.
As more states across the US take steps towards legalizing recreational or medical use of marijuana, it’s clear
that public opinion plays a pivotal role in shaping these policies.

Role of Media in Shaping Public Perception

Over the years this narrative has gradually shifted. The media have now become platforms for disseminating
research findings on potential medical benefits of marijuana, stories of patients who benefit from its
medicinal properties and advocating for policy change. These narratives have significantly helped shift public
opinion towards viewing marijuana not as a harmful narcotic but as a substance with potential therapeutic
benefits that should be regulated rather than prohibited outright. Hence, the influence of media has been
instrumental in swaying public sentiment and subsequently impacting policies around legalization.

Effects of Public Opinion on Policy Making

Successful grassroots initiatives aimed at legalizing medical or recreational use of marijuana in numerous
states demonstrate another pathway through which public opinion has shaped policy. These initiatives often
rely on popular vote; hence they provide a direct reflection of societal views on the issue. Therefore, these
developments underscore how changing perceptions about marijuana have directly influenced its integration
into mainstream society through policy reforms.

Case Studies of Policy Changes Driven by Public Opinion
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In Canada, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau's promise during his 2015 campaign to legalize recreational
cannabis was backed by substantial public support. The Cannabis Act came into effect on October 17th, 2018
making Canada the second country worldwide after Uruguay to formally legalize the cultivation, possession,
acquisition and consumption of cannabis and its by-products. This is another testament showing how
significant public sentiment can shape government policies regarding marijuana legalization.

Potential Future Impact of Changing Public Attitudes

In addition to this, a less punitive approach towards marijuana could also have profound implications for
criminal justice systems worldwide. Drug offenses related to marijuana possession or sale have contributed
significantly to prison overcrowding problems in many countries. Thus, legalization could free up resources
allowing law enforcement agencies to focus on more serious crimes, ultimately creating safer communities.
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