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Abstract 

 

Breaking the Grass Ceiling: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the U.S. 
Legal Cannabis Industry 

 

Katherine Ann Rogers, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2017 

 

Supervisor:  Gloria González-López 

 

This study examines the experiences of women who work in legal cannabis to understand 

how what it means to use or distribute cannabis is changing in the transition from 

prohibition to legalization. Drawing on 17 in-depth interviews, I argue that women’s 

claims that they are engaged in professional, ethical, legitimate labor constitute a moral 

enterprise that contests definitions of their work as deviant and criminal. Although these 

claims are ostensibly color- and gender-blind, I suggest that they actually confer 

racialized and gendered meanings on cannabis that shore up the hegemony of white 

patriarchy in the industry. First, I show that my participants talk about customers and 

products in ways that redefine cannabis as socially acceptable for use by women and by 

people who are white and middle- and upper-class. Next, I suggest that individuals whose 

embodiments align with racialized and gendered ideals of professionalism can more 

easily enter the industry without experiencing shame, guilt, or stigma. Finally, I show that 

some white women describe sexual harassment in the industry by implicitly drawing on 

tropes of black and brown men as sexually deviant. Considering how race, gender, and 
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sexuality constitute definitions of deviance and normality is important when answering 

the question of how an illicit labor market is reconfigured during legalization. This study 

also adds to the literature on work and organizations by investigating how an 

organization that is historically associated with black and brown masculinity is 

reconfigured and comes to be associated with white femininity. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

The way Americans think about cannabis is changing. Public support for 

legalization has reached a record high. A 2017 Gallup Poll found that a majority of 

Americans—64 percent—say cannabis should be legalized (McCarthy 2017). This is up 4 

percent from Gallup’s 2016 poll and marks sizeable turns from 2005, when 36 percent of 

the population supported legalization, and the late 1960s, when only 12 percent supported 

it (Swift 2016). Furthermore, for the first time, a majority of Republicans (51%) say they 

support legalization, up 9 percent from last year (McCarthy 2017). This is a landmark 

finding because historically, Democrats and independents have been much more likely 

than Republicans to express support for legalization (McCarthy 2017).  

These attitudinal shifts coincide with major changes in industry growth and legal 

measures related to cannabis. Legal cannabis is one of the fastest-growing industries in 

the United States, expanding at a comparable rate to cable television in the 1990s and 

broadband internet in the 2000s (Robinson 2017). Industry sales are projected to increase 

by the tens of billions by the end of the decade, and up to $35 billion, some forecasts 

predict, if all 50 states vote to legalize (Burke 2015a). The number of legal-cannabis 

states doubled overnight with the 2016 national election, and nearly 60 percent (59.3%) 

of the U.S. population now lives in state where cannabis use is legal (McVey 2016). 

To investigate what might account for these changes, it is useful to consider two 

dimensions: 1) the history of national conversation and policy related to drugs in the 

United States and 2) the unique role and representation of women in association with this 

history.  
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SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF DRUGS IN U.S. HISTORY 

Scholars of drugs and drug policy have shown that throughout the 20th century, 

powerful voices in U.S. society, such as political and media elites, contributed to the 

social construction of “drug scares” (Reinarman and Levin 1989, Glassner 1999, 

Reinarman 2015), “drug problems” (Jensen and Gerber 1998), and “drug debates” 

(Dingelstad, Gosden, Martin, and Vakas 1996; Rosino and Hughey 2017). Anti-drug 

campaigns have been shown to follow similar patterns and develop through predictable 

processes (Reinarman 2015, Jensen and Gerber 1998). They tend to proceed as follows: 

1) Politicians declare the drug a social problem, 2) media disseminate and rationalize this 

message, 3) political and media discourses link the drug—and whatever social problems 

they claim are connected to the drug—to “dangerous classes” of people, and 4) this link 

is used to justify the oppression of social groups deemed “dangerous” (Reinarman 2015, 

Jensen and Gerber 1998).  

These processes unfolded in similar fashion when it came to cannabis in the 

United States. First, political elites and agents of the state constructed cannabis as 

socially problematic by blaming it for social concerns, calling for action, and providing 

rationale for this action to the body politic. Next, the mass media disseminated examples 

that confirmed, sensationalized, and magnified the “problem,” usually through a 

rhetorical framing that relayed exceptional worst-case incidents of drug abuse as if they 

were typical. Finally, these media and political discourses linked drugs to “dangerous” 

classes of people in American society, which subsequently justified these peoples’ 

oppression at the hands of the state. In the context of U.S. drug scares, this process played 

out against a backdrop of colonialism and institutionalized racism. These historical 

factors shape which social groups are singled out and scapegoated as threatening, leading 
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to the prolonged conflation of drug-related criminality with black and Latinx cultures and 

pathologies.  

The construction of cannabis as a social problem began in the 1930s with Harry J. 

Anslinger, an unapologetic racist and former director of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics 

(now the Drug Enforcement Agency). Anslinger forcefully campaigned for the 

prohibition of cannabis by leveraging anti-black and anti-Mexican racism (Hari 2015, 

Chasin 2016). For example, he frequently condemned cannabis use in relation to jazz, a 

style of music associated with black culture (Hari 2015). Additionally, in policy 

documents, he repeatedly invoked the Spanish-sounding term marijuana rather than the 

scientific term cannabis, capitalizing on anti-immigrant backlash against Mexicans who 

moved to Southwestern border states in the wake of the Mexican Revolution. The 

fatigue-inducing effects associated with cannabis supported the stereotype that Latinx 

people are “lazy” and “immoral.” This conception of drug pathology as fundamental to 

being of Latin American origin has led some to argue that the term marijuana be retired 

in favor of cannabis (Coughlin-Bogue 2016, Short 2016). This project specifically aims 

to deconstruct racialized meanings of users and distributers; therefore, I do not use the 

term marijuana in an attempt to avoid reifying the conflation of cannabis with Latinx 

culture. Instead, I use the scientific term cannabis throughout.  

Anslinger went on to draft the Marihuana Tax Act of 1937, which did not 

criminalize cannabis, but did impose large fines and imprisonment on unpaid taxes. 

Throughout the back half of the 20th century, other political elites—including Richard 

Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and Bill Clinton, among others—picked up where Anslinger left 

off, carrying on a decades-long, bi-partisan campaign for punitive drug policies in the 

United States that has come to be known as the War on Drugs (Chasin 2016). The term 

comes from the administration of President Richard Nixon, who officially declared a 
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“War on Drugs” in 1971, calling drug abuse “public enemy number one.”  Nixon boosted 

federal funding for drug-control agencies, which included the creation of the Drug 

Enforcement Administration (DEA) in 1973. He also proposed mandatory minimums on 

prison sentences for drug-related crimes. Nixon aide John Ehrlichman later said this 

campaign was intended to “disrupt” black communities and leftist antiwar coalitions: 

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. (Baum 2016) 

In 1982, President Reagan re-established the federal government’s commitment to 

fighting the War on Drugs, despite the fact that barely any Americans (less than 2%) saw 

drugs as the most important national issue (Goode and Ben-Yehuda 1994, Beckett 1999, 

Dvoark 1999, Alexander 2010). This involved strengthening and expanding drug policies 

from the Nixon administration, as well as giving First Lady Nancy Reagan a platform for 

her “Just Say No” campaign, during which she traveled around the country encouraging 

children to reject drugs. Reagan’s administration also cultivated the racialized image of 

the black “welfare queen,” a trope mobilized by both Republicans and Democrats to 

justify large cuts to social safety nets (Alexander 2010). In 1989, President Bush called 

drug use “the most pressing problem facing the nation,” and in the same year, a New York 

Times/CBS News poll reported that a staggering 64% of Americans saw drugs as the most 

significant problem facing the United States (Beckett 1999). Scholars observe that the 

Reagan and Bush administrations seemed to have provoked public panic about drugs 

where previously, little had existed, and with little correlation to actual crime rates 

(Goode and Ben-Yehuda 1994, Alexander 2010). Legal scholar Michelle Alexander 

(2010) writes: 



 5 

This surge of public concern did not correspond to a dramatic shift in illegal drug 
activity, but instead was the product of a carefully orchestrated political 
campaign. The level of public concern about crime and drugs was only weakly 
correlated with actual crime rates, but highly correlated with political initiatives, 
campaigns, and partisan appeals. (2010:55) 

In the decades that followed, the U.S. criminal-legal system became increasingly 

involved in punishing drug offenses, typically along racial lines (Petit and Western 2004; 

Wacquant 2010). By sensationalizing incidents of drug abuse, mass media outlets painted 

a picture of a so-called epidemic of crack cocaine in poor, black communities. When 

Americans began to see drug users and distributors as predominantly black and Latinx, 

they began supporting anti-drug legislation that imposed punitive punishments on those 

populations (Garland and Bumphus 2012). For example, the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 

1986 instituted much longer mandatory minimum prison sentences for the distribution of 

crack cocaine (associated with blacks) as opposed to powder cocaine (associated with 

whites), despite the fact that crack and powder cocaine are pharmacologically the same 

(U.S. Congress 1986). Furthermore, the media implicitly justified racial disparities in 

drug imprisonments by over-representing black and Latinx people in news reports, films, 

and televisions series while downplaying participation among whites (Alexander 2010). 

Such one-dimensional portrayals typically depicted drug industries as gritty, hyper-

masculine, and racialized as black and brown (Alexander 2010).  

Scholars have argued that social groups which are considered a threat to the 

powers that be are those which tend to be scapegoated, or unfairly blamed for social 

problems they did not cause (Duster 1970, Himmelstein 1978). For instance, during the 

Jim Crow Era, politicians constructed the trope of the “negro cocaine fiend” to justify 

punitive anti-black drug penalties (Dvorak 1999; Cohen 2006). In the 1960s, punitive 

drug policies were instituted as a way to control social movements that threatened the 

status quo, such as the Civil Rights Movement (Haney López 2014). By 1968, a Gallup 
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poll showed that a majority of Americans blamed “Negroes who start riots” and 

“Communists” for what they perceived as a societal breakdown of “law and order” 

(Edsall and Edsall 1992:38). Republican Richard Nixon and independent segregationist 

George Wallace capitalized on these themes in their presidential campaigns, fueling 

white Americans’ anxieties about the “essential” criminality of poor people and people of 

color (Alexander 2010). As sociologist Katherine Beckett explains, “the (alleged) 

misbehaviors of the poor were transformed from adaptations to poverty that had the 

unfortunate effect of reproducing it into character failings that accounted for poverty in 

the first place” (1999:34). Such arguments found support across the media landscape, 

from news coverage that overrepresented black criminality, films and television that 

sensationalized black violence, and dubious studies that scapegoated black culture, such 

as those of sociologist Daniel Patrick Moynihan (1965). Such media and political 

discourses worked in tandem to create a socially constructed definition of what cannabis 

was thought to be or do, in addition to and irrespective of its “objective” pharmacological 

properties (Goode 2015:101). These two constructions—of the drug as dangerous and the 

group as threatening—mutually reinforce each another, coloring the drug as something 

“those people” do and portraying “those people” as having pathological, cultural, or 

moral deficiencies that encourage them to use and sell the drug. 

When it became less socially acceptable to vocalize explicitly racist notions about 

drug use, politicians began relying on dog whistles, seemingly race-neutral language that 

covertly resonates with the sentiments of a target audience—in this case, the racist 

sentiments of white Americans (Alexander 2010, Haney López 2014). In his book Dog-

Whistle Politics, Ian Haney López (2014) shows how American politicians speak in code 

about race to targeted subgroups of voters, playing on racialized imagery to blame people 

of color for the nation’s social and economic problems. These politicians make thinly 
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veiled racist remarks, taking care not to directly reference race or ethnicity, and then 

defend against criticism by accusing those who call them out as being the real racists for 

mentioning race in the first place (Haney López 2014).  

A key outcome of the use of racist dog whistles involved the linking of people of 

color, especially black and Latinx Americans, to crime and criminality. Michelle 

Alexander (2010, 2017) has famously shown how the association of black and Latinx 

people with crime has led to their mass incarceration for drug-related crimes, despite 

evidence that they commit these crimes at roughly the same rates as whites. In The New 

Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, Alexander (2010) argues 

that these drug policies hinged on a logic of colorblind racism, an ideology through 

which white people assert that they “do not see race,” deny the existence of structural 

racism, and claim a victimized status by arguing that discussions of racial injustice are 

what perpetuate racism (Feagin 2013, Bonilla-Silva 2018). In a Post-Civil Rights era 

where explicitly racist sentiments are widely considered unacceptable, the rhetoric of 

colorblindness allows white people to sustain white supremacy by claiming that racism is 

over and by systematically ignoring institutional racism (Feagin 2013, Bonilla-Silva 

2018).   

In the case of cannabis, the success of drug scares has culminated in a history of 

repressive anti-drug policies—rather than rehabilitative or public health-oriented 

measures—that disproportionately target scapegoated groups, namely poor people and 

black and Latinx people, in the United States (Alexander 2010, Hari 2015, Chasin 2016). 

Political and media discourses painted black and Latinx people as essentially lazy, 

entitled, and morally bankrupt, then used these representations to justify their 

mistreatment through punitive policies including excessive surveillance, extreme 

segregation, mandatory minimums, harsher penalties, and neo-slave labor in prisons 
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(Davis 2003, Alexander 2010). In endeavoring to win elections, politicians mobilized 

“tough-on-crime” rhetoric to justify the massive expansion of the U.S. prison industrial 

complex commonly known as mass incarceration. As Alexander (2010) pointed out, 

“African Americans are not significantly more likely to use or sell prohibited drugs than 

whites, but they are made criminals [i.e., arrested and convicted] at drastically higher 

rates for precisely the same conduct” (2010:197). The state continues to 

disproportionately incarcerate black and Latino men for drug-related offenses in the 

contemporary United States (Alexander 2010, American Civil Liberties Union [ACLU] 

2013).  

The United States has seen a long history of racializing drug users, cultivators, 

and sellers. However, the changing public perception of cannabis legalization raises the 

question: As cannabis is increasingly legalized and socially accepted, to what extent does 

this legacy of racial stigma endure? Many have imagined or hoped that drug policy 

reform, particularly cannabis legalization, might lead to racial justice for black and Latinx 

populations who have been systematically oppressed by the War on Drugs (Franklin and 

Title 2014, Romero 2016, Harriot 2017). However, despite the wave of state legalizations 

across the country, black and Latinx people continue to be disproportionately 

incarcerated for cannabis-related crimes. Notwithstanding roughly equal usage rates, 

black people are between 3.73 times more likely than whites to be arrested for marijuana 

(ACLU n.d.). These racial disparities begin even before adulthood. In Colorado, for 

example, the marijuana arrest rate for white 10- to 17-year-olds fell by nearly 10 percent 

from 2012 to 2014, while arrest rates for Latinx and black youth rose more than 20 

percent and 50 percent, respectively (Markus 2016). These disparities in arrests took 

place despite findings from a Colorado Health Department survey which found no 

substantial racial difference among smokers (Markus 2016). Similar disparities persist in 
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the legal cannabis industry. State laws and regulatory costs have made it difficult for 

black and Latinx Americans to participate in the “green rush”—the profitable cannabis 

business boom—at the same rates as white people (Lewis 2016). According to industry 

research by Marijuana Business Daily (McVey 2017), 81% of owners and founders in the 

cannabis industry are white, and a 2016 BuzzFeed investigation (Lewis 2016) estimated 

that black people own as few as 1% of storefront cannabis dispensaries in the United 

States.  

Despite these disparities, scholars (Alexander 2014, 2017) and commentators 

(Lewis 2016, Duchemin 2017) observe that colorblind rhetoric still prevails in both 1) 

critiques of the War on Drugs and 2) progress narratives about cannabis legalization. 

Critiques of the War on Drugs tend to focus on its functional failure to curb crime or 

deter addiction (Veiras 2016), or on how it wastes taxpayer dollars (ACLU 2013). 

Progress narratives about legalization tend to highlight financial benefits for states 

(Duchemin 2017) or, interestingly, the feminist potential of legalization to benefit women 

in the workplace. The following section explores this latter narrative. 

 

WOMEN AND CANNABIS 

Media have recently framed cannabis legalization as a liberal feminist project that 

challenges the hegemony of men in cannabis culture and in business writ large. Headlines 

in major outlets proclaim that women are not only participating more in the cannabis 

business, but are actually poised to dominate it (Burke 2015b, Dockterman 2015, 

Kavilanz 2016). Journalists tell the story of women making inroads amongst the 

“aggressive ‘frat bro’ businessmen” of weed sales (DeRuy 2016). Newsweek claims 

“legal marijuana could be the first billion-dollar industry not dominated by men” in a 
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cover story that opens with the line, “it seems fitting that a plant called Mary Jane could 

smash the patriarchy” (Lidz 2015). The Guardian goes so far as to christen marijuana the 

“new frontier of feminism” (Cosslett 2016). Many such stories put the spotlight on white 

women, who are celebrated as new cultural insiders (Gibson 2014, Pariseau 2015, Ryan 

2016). Data show that the percentage of women holding executive positions in cannabis 

businesses actually fell from 36 percent in 2015 to 26.9 percent in 2017; nevertheless, 

many continue to celebrate women’s presence in cannabis because it “remains higher 

than the average across the larger U.S. business landscape,” or 23 percent (McVey 2017).  

Media have similarly played a role in normalizing women’s—particularly white 

women’s—ostensibly nascent involvement in marijuana culture. Where “stoner culture” 

was once represented as the domain of lazy dudes and dangerous criminals (typically 

depicted as men of color), media increasingly emphasize women who consume cannabis. 

Mainstream fashion magazines such as Marie Claire publish articles with titles like 

“Stiletto Stoners” (Kohen 2009). In 2014, Elle magazine published an entire issue on 

“Women in Pot” (Harman 2014). Television series like Comedy Central’s Broad City, 

MTV’s Mary + Jane, VICE’s Weediquette, and Merry Jane’s Queens of the Stoned Age 

feature the stories of primarily young, femme-presenting women who buy, sell, and 

smoke weed without shame (Koski 2014). Netflix’s new comedy Disjointed stars Kathy 

Bates as a woman with a hippie activist background who opens a dispensary (Chaney 

2017). These series represent stoner cultures, both illicit and legal, as not only safe and 

accessible for white women, but also “empowering” (Margolin 2017) and “feminist” 

(Morissey 2013). Some women have capitalized on this association of cannabis with 

women’s empowerment. For example, Jessica Assaf, a white woman with a Harvard 

MBA and a career in cosmetics, has made a brand of calling herself the “Cannabis 

Feminist.” Assaf’s rise to the fore has included a wave of media appearances, including a 
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feature in LA Weekly (Margolin 2017) and a gig as the host of Snoop Dogg’s new series 

Queens of the Stoned Age.  

This portrayal of women cannabis professionals as feminist trailblazers is 

particularly interesting given how women have historically been invoked in relation to 

cannabis drug scares. White women, specifically, have played an important role in anti-

cannabis campaigns, particularly through embodying colonial anxieties about the 

corrupting influence of non-white masculinity on white women. For example, sociologist 

Barry Glassner (1999) addresses how these particular anxieties were fabricated to 

morally justify the exclusion and oppression of Chinese laborers in 1870s San Francisco: 

Chinese laborers, indispensable in building the transcontinental railroad during 
the previous decade, had become a superfluous population in the eyes of many 
whites. With an economic depression under way and 20,000 Chinese immigrants 
out of work, politicians, newspaper reporters and union leaders all pointed to 
opium dens as evidence of the debauchery of Chinese men, whom they proposed 
to exclude from jobs and further immigration. In actuality, opium dens, like 
British pubs, were genial gathering places where men shared stories and few 
participants were addicts. But as popularly portrayed, opium dens were squalid 
places in which wasted men fought with one another and defiled white women 
and children. (Glassner 1999:135) 

Glassner (1999) goes on to explain how this idea led to an 1875 ban on opium dens in 

San Francisco, the first drug prohibition law in the United States, and opened the door for 

decades of anti-opium and anti-Chinese legislation. Similarly, cannabis, its users, and its 

distributors have been constructed as “dangerous” monsters who pose a threat to white 

femininity, with white women being cast as innocent victims of so-called “Reefer 

Madness” (Chasin 2016). Anslinger and others explicitly leveraged these discourses to 

further their cannabis prohibition agendas. For example, during a 1937 testimony to 

Congress in favor of prohibition, Anslinger had this to say about marijuana users: 
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Most are Negroes, Hispanics, Filipinos, and entertainers. Their satanic music, 
jazz, and swing, result from marijuana use. This marijuana causes white women 
to seek sexual relations with Negroes, entertainers, and any others. (Serrano 2013) 

These dynamics were reinforced in cultural representations of cannabis 

throughout the 20th century, from the propaganda film Reefer Madness, which portrayed 

cannabis as capable of inciting black and brown men to rape white women, to 

contemporary films and television series that represented illicit drug markets as 

masculine, racialized (black and brown) worlds. Showtime’s hit series Weeds (2005-

2012), for instance, played on this trope with its in-over-her-head white protagonist, who 

begins dealing weed to provide for her family and finds herself out of place in a dark and 

dangerous world of black and brown “criminals.”  

Coverage of the cannabis industry is rife with wordplay (e.g., the industry is 

“budding,” policy debates are “in the weeds,” activists sow “seeds of conflict”), but one 

phrase which seems to have stuck in relation to women is “breaking the grass ceiling” 

(Dockterman 2015, Picillo and Devine 2017). This is a play on the concept of the “glass 

ceiling,” which uses the metaphor of glass—hard to see, yet impossible to pass through—

to refer to the hidden obstacles that hinder women’s ascension into higher ranking 

positions at work (Casini 2016). When women do manage to climb out of low-ranking 

positions at work, they are commonly described as “breaking the glass ceiling.” This 

extension of the glass metaphor implies that once one woman succeeds, she shatters the 

entire ceiling, eradicating—or at least diminishing—gendered barriers for any woman 

who might follow in her footsteps. Thus, the breaking-the-glass-ceiling theory posits that 

as women begin to participate in male-dominated activities, they open up a door that 

allows other women to pass through. However, this is not always the case, and what can 

happen instead is that the women who access male-dominated activities close the 

proverbial door behind them. Queer and women-of-color scholars have observed this 
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practice among women who have an interest in systems of inequality, such as white 

supremacy, capitalism, and heterosexism (Rich 1980, Davis 1981, hooks 1981, 

Combahee River Collective 1982). By striving to maintain a grip on their advantaged 

positions as white, wealthy, and/or straight, women can further marginalize women of 

color, poor women, and queer women, and are thus complicit in maintaining systems of 

patriarchal domination. 

These dynamics invite the question: To what extent can cannabis legalization be 

considered a political victory, and for whom? Are the fruits of the cannabis legalization 

movement as radical and counterhegemonic as they were meant to be? If cannabis 

legalizations are the result of an activist victory, why are there not more people of color 

in the industry? As marijuana moves out of the black market and into above-board 

dispensaries, political, mass-media, and cultural discourses about the industry have 

changed. An industry that was once defined by depictions of masculinity and 

brown/black racialization is increasingly represented with whiteness and femininity. How 

have white women, once cast as victims of cannabis use and distribution, come to be 

portrayed as pioneers and trailblazers in the legal cannabis industry? To what extent does 

women’s participation in the industry constitute a feminist project? Are women “breaking 

the grass ceiling”? 

This study takes a discourse analysis approach to exploring these broad questions 

by asking how women who work in cannabis talk about what it means to be a cannabis 

user or distributer in the context of legalization. Specifically, I examine how women 

frame and make sense of their work experiences through 17 in-depth interviews with 

women who work in the legal cannabis industry. Women who work in legal cannabis 

present an ideal case for studying how race, gender, and sexuality inform shifting 

American attitudes about cannabis because the representation of women’s role in 
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cannabis is currently in flux. Historically, women have been cast either as 1) victims of 

men who use cannabis or 2) peripheral accessories to men who sell cannabis. If it is 

increasingly considered normal for women themselves to use and sell cannabis, what 

does this say about the operation of race, gender, and sexuality in the emerging legal 

market? Therefore, the purpose of this study is threefold: 1) to examine how cultural 

discourses inform—and are informed by—the worldviews and experiences of women 

who legally sell cannabis in the United States, 2) to understand how they perceive the 

legal cannabis industry and their customers, and 3) to learn how women’s career paths 

into the legal cannabis industry are structured in this moment of transition from 

prohibition to legalization. 

 

OVERVIEW OF THE THESIS 

This thesis is divided into seven chapters. In chapter two, I outline the theoretical 

paradigms that undergird my analysis and explain how this study contributes to the 

sociological literature on drugs and deviance, as well as on race, gender, and sexuality in 

the labor market. Chapter three provides an overview of the methods used in this study, 

as well as reflections on methodological issues of reflexivity and access. Chapter four, 

“The Social (Re)Construction of Cannabis,” asks how women in legal cannabis talk 

about the shifting meanings of the plant, including what it means to be a cannabis user. I 

examine how the discourses my participants use to talk about their customers and 

products reconstruct the meaning of cannabis as something that is socially acceptable for 

use by people who are white, middle- and upper-class, and women. Chapter five, “Pot 

Comes Out of the Closet,” investigates how women talk about their work experiences and 

pathways into the legal cannabis industry. I explore the definitions of professionalism 
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they draw on to form opinions about employees and co-workers, as well as the extent to 

which they themselves feel shame, guilt, or stigma about working in cannabis. In chapter 

six, “Only the ‘Real Criminals’ Rape,” I critically analyze how women talk about sexual 

harassment in the legal cannabis industry. I assess how they make sense of their own 

experiences, stories they have heard from others, and imagined or hypothetical situations. 

In the conclusion, I summarize my argument and consider the potential for cannabis 

legalization—and particularly women in cannabis—to constitute a feminist 

counterhegemonic project.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

The following sections outline how this study contributes to the sociological 

literature on cannabis, as well as previous research on race, gender, and sexuality in the 

labor market. First, I outline the postcolonial, intersectional, and queer theoretical 

paradigms that undergird my analysis, particularly insofar as they show the political 

importance of representation and discourse. Next, I briefly explain the gaps this study 

addresses in the sociological literature on deviance and drug use. Finally, I show how this 

work adds to the sociology of racialized, gendered, and sexualized workplaces and 

organizations. 

 

POLITICS OF REPRESENTATION: POSTCOLONIAL, INTERSECTIONAL, AND QUEER 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

This study argues that seemingly abstract representations and discourses can have 

real-world, material consequences for people’s lives. It is grounded in the 

epistemological assumption that how people understand and talk about their lives is 

“mediated by language” (Bordo 1993:288). Thus, it is important for sociologists to 

examine the contexts in which participants say what they say, as well as how they say 

what they say (Foster 2009). In this project, I am interested in how political discourses 

(e.g., policies and statements by politicians and pundits), mass-media coverage (e.g., 

features and articles in mainstream news organizations), and cultural representations 

(e.g., portrayals in film, television, and literature) related to cannabis informed my 

respondents’ perceptions of the industry and its participants. More pointedly, I want to 

know how the racialized, gendered, and sexualized construction of “the dealer” and “the 
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stoner” have shifted as cannabis has been legalized, and how women in cannabis relate to 

this reconfiguration through discussing and understanding their work. 

To understand how the images of “the dealer” and “the stoner” are constructed 

and why they matter, it is necessary to understand the theoretical linkages between 

power, politics, and representation. My analysis is thus informed by theoretical 

frameworks that take seriously the critical study of representations. These frameworks 

include postcolonial (Said 1978; Mohanty 1984; Spivak 1988), intersectional (Crenshaw 

1991, Collins 2009, Collins and Bilge 2016), and queer (Seidman 1994; Butler 1999; 

Ferguson 2004; Valocchi 2005) theories. All three aim to deconstruct taken-for-granted 

paradigms related to race, gender, sexuality, power, and identity. 

Postcolonial theorists assert that the politics of representation play a role in 

legitimizing the oppression of colonized peoples. These theories are important to this 

study because the communities which have been disproportionately construed as 

“dangerous” and “criminal” in the context of cannabis are made up of historically 

colonized peoples. Edward Said (1978), who is often credited as a founder of 

postcolonial theory, analyzes the political and material disparities between colonizers and 

colonized peoples in Orientalism. Said (1978) argues that colonizers shore up binary 

understandings of “the West” as enlightened, rational, and progressive in opposition to a 

backwards, irrational, and infantile “Orient.” For Said, these power dynamics have 

historically allowed European academics to make knowledge claims about people whom 

they designated as “Orientals,” a power that colonized peoples could not exercise in equal 

measure over “Westerners.” In this sense, for Said (1978), representations are neither 

apolitical, in the sense that they reflect a separation “between pure and political 

knowledge” (Said 1978, 2003:9), nor innocent, in the sense that they are acquitted from 

affecting lived realities because they are “just cultural.” To make the former point, Said 
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draws on the work of Michel Foucault (1977, 1978, 1980) to argue that as an inevitable 

result of the standpoint of European colonial experts, the archive of knowledge cannot 

possibly comprise an apolitical, “objective” project.  

Scholars like Said and Foucault are more concerned with representation as 

relations of power rather than simply as relations of meaning. The most useful unit of 

analysis, then, is not language, but discourses, systems of text (including talk, written 

word, and imagery) that construct the existence or taken-for-granted “truth” of a given 

topic, which can then be used to regulate the conduct of others. As sociologist Stuart Hall 

(2013) explains, many components make up a discourse, including statements that offer 

accepted knowledge about a topic, rules which fix a set of ways of thinking about the 

topic, imagined subjects who personify the discourse, processes by which information 

about the topic garners the authority to be considered accurate, and practices within 

institutions for managing subjects. In this sense, discourse “gives considerable weight to 

questions of power since it is power, rather than the facts about reality, which makes 

things ‘true’” (Hall 1996:203). Consequently, the “accuracy” of any given representation 

matters less than the power dynamics that animate the representation itself. Power, not 

substantiation based on some objective metric, is what makes things true (Rorty 1979). 

Hall stresses that for Foucault, “facts” are always constructed and subject to various 

interpretations, and competing discourses related to what the “facts” mean are “linked to 

a contestation of power” (Hall 1996:203). This insight is critical to this study because it 

sheds light on the process by which white people are construed as innocent while black 

and brown people are construed as criminals, despite similar rates of crime and drug use 

(Eastman 2015, Heitzeg 2015). An example of this process is documented in Policing the 

Crisis (Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke, and Roberts 1978), which examines the 

“mugging panic” that took place in 1972-1973 in London. Hall et al. (1978) show how 
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the label of “mugger” was created not on the basis of a new strain of crime in London, 

but through the import of U.S. “law and order” ideology that characterized black youth as 

responsible for social disorder. In these cases, power—rather than verification on the 

basis of some objective yardstick—is what made things true.  

Feminist postcolonial scholars such as Gayatri Spivak (1988) and Chandra 

Mohanty (1984) challenged and bolstered these insights by showing that colonial power 

relations cannot be understood without attention to the gendered dimensions of 

representation. In particular, Spivak (1988) and Mohanty (1984) examine how seemingly 

benevolent Western feminist ideas about “rescuing” and “freeing” brown women from 

the oppression of brown men are used to silence women in the Global South and justify 

colonial and neo-colonial violence. In “Can the Subaltern Speak,” Spivak (1988) uses the 

example of sati, or the practice of widow suicide, to demonstrate how Western academic 

knowledge about colonial “others” is used to obscure colonized women’s experiences 

and support Western economic interests. In “Under Western Eyes,” Mohanty (1984) 

examines how the political mission of Western feminism is implicated in the social 

construction of the generic, stereotypical category of the “Third World woman.” This 

category elides the diversity of experiences of women in the Global South, and 

homogenously renders them all as victims who must be saved by Western feminism.  

Theorists such as Spivak (1988) and Mohanty (1984) reveal how examinations of 

discourse and representation are incomplete without an intersectional lens. The concept 

of intersectionality was developed by black feminist scholars to theorize the indivisible 

axes of social difference (e.g., race, class, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, gender) that 

influence experiences of inequality (Crenshaw 1991, Collins 2009). Intersectional 

analyses hold that it is not possible to theorize how gender, for instance, informs the lives 

of participants without simultaneously attending to race, class, sexuality, and other 
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systems of power (Crenshaw 1991; Collins 2009; Cho, Crenshaw, and McCall 2013). 

Each axis influences and shores up the other axes. Intersectionality scholars have 

critiqued how the concept of “intersectionality” is sometimes deployed in academic and 

popular writings; in particular, they argue that the term’s lack of analytical specificity has 

the potential to render it meaningless (Davis 2008, Collins and Bilge 2016). To combat 

this pattern, some scholars make distinctions between different types of intersectional 

projects (McCall 2005; Choo and Ferree 2010; Cho et al. 2013; Collins and Bilge 2016). 

This study is intersectional insofar as it aims to account for the ways in which race, 

gender, class, and sexuality are co-constituted (McClintock 1995), or constructed in ways 

that build on one another, taking what Choo and Ferree (2010) describe as a “system-

centered approach.” 

A key text in the development of the concept of intersectionality is Patricia Hill 

Collins’ (2009) Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness and the Politics of 

Empowerment. Collins (2009) puts forth a comprehensive synthesis of what she sees as 

the core themes and distinguishing features of Black feminist thought. The text involves 

an in-depth analysis of how racial and gender inequalities are socially reproduced. To 

answer this question, Collins contends that “intersecting oppressions of race, class, 

gender, and sexuality could not continue without powerful ideological justifications for 

their existence” (2009:76). Collins asserts that a key element of these ideological 

justifications involves representations of Black women that justify their marginalization. 

Although it can be tempting to dismiss representations as trivial relative to other 

consequences of life in a white supremacist, patriarchal society, Collins argues for the 

importance of representation to matters of power and inequality. Where linguists and 

semiotics scholars limit their understandings of representation to static analyses of 

language that more or less displace the subject, Collins’ conception of representation 
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shares more in common with scholars who center the subject in their analyses, seeing 

representations as “a source for the production of social knowledge – a more open 

system, connected in more intimate ways with social practices and questions of power” 

(Hall 2013:27). Ultimately, Collins is more concerned with representations as relations of 

power rather than simply relations of meaning.  

In other words, Collins (2009) and others argue that to understand the workings of 

social inequality, one must recognize that “in certain historical moments, some people 

had more power to speak about some subjects than others” (Hall 2013:27). This points to 

another lynchpin of Collin’s argument about the power of representation: binary thinking. 

According to Hall, a system of representation involves “different ways of organizing, 

clustering, arranging and classifying concepts, and of establishing complex relations 

between them” (2013:3). Binary thinking is a classification scheme that “categorizes 

people in terms of their difference from one another . . . for example, each term in the 

binaries white/black, male/female, reason/emotion, culture/nature, fact/opinion, 

mind/body, and subject/object gains meaning only in relation to its counterpart” (Collins 

2009:77). In binary thinking, difference is defined in mutually exclusive, oppositional 

terms, with one part of the binary positioned in a power relationship over its counterpart. 

Thus for Collins, as for Said, objectification and domination are the natural consequences 

of binary thinking: “one element is objectified as the Other, and is viewed as an object to 

be manipulated and controlled” (Collins 2009:77-78). The concept of binary thinking is 

important for this study because it allows for an analysis of how identities such as 

“black” and “white” are defined in dichotomous terms (e.g., criminal/innocent, 

deviant/normal). 

These binaries are then used to control the people whom they label. Collins refers 

to the particular representations that justify Black women’s inequality as controlling 
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images, meaning stereotypical depictions of Black womanhood that are “designed to 

make racism, sexism, poverty, and other forms of social injustice appear to be natural, 

normal, and inevitable parts of everyday life” (2009:77). She contends that controlling 

images consistently associate Black women with the inferior halves of binaries, a pattern 

which “has been central to our subordination” (2009:79). For Collins, then, controlling 

images are not passive figments of the imagination, but actively contribute to wider racist 

projects of casting Black women as racialized “Others” in binary opposition to whites, 

marking them as threats to the social order and leveraging their alleged strange- and 

abject-ness to demarcate the boundaries of social belonging. As Collins points out, 

controlling images are not fixed or unchanging. Instead, they are dynamic, mutable, and 

socially constructed, meaning they may manifest differently depending on the time period 

or social context. In this way, examining controlling images associated with Black 

women can illuminate the oppressions found at the intersections of gender, race, class, 

and sexuality. From this perspective, the archetype of the “drug felon” can be understood 

as a controlling image that—as previously shown—has historically been used to regulate 

the behavior of black and brown bodies. 

Finally, postcolonial and intersectional paradigms share much in common with 

queer theory, which emerged as a school of thought in the 1980s and 1990s. Queer theory 

also critiques the hegemonic discourses that shape power and identity, but specifically 

with regard to sexuality and the dominating force of the heterosexual/homosexual binary 

(Seidman 1994, Butler 1999, Ferguson 2004, Valocchi 2005). Queer theorists have also 

shown how “sex panics” disseminate the message that “deviant” sexual practices, such as 

sex between people of the same gender, were to blame for moral disorder (Rubin 1984). 

Furthermore, the queer of color critique (Ferguson 2004) shows how definitions of sexual 

“deviance” were co-constructed with the reinforcement of blackness as a social category. 
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Blackness was constructed in opposition to notions of “normal” sex, construed as white. 

These observations are important for this study because part of the historical construction 

of the masculine “drug felon” hinged on the idea that black and brown men were sexually 

deviant beings who were prone to corrupt the innocent sexualities of white women, and 

therefore the white patriarchal social order (Glassner 1999, Chasin 2016). 

With respect to binary thinking and controlling images, sociologists must be 

vigilant of the potential to reify the very categories they aim to critique. By “reify,” I 

mean to treat “the products of human activity as if they were something else than human 

products—such as facts of nature, results of cosmic laws, or manifestations of divine 

will” (Berger and Luckmann 1966:89). Postcolonial, intersectional, and queer scholars 

have pointed out that to some degree, any attempt to describe phenomena in terms of 

groups of people reifies socially constructed categories of difference, upon which 

discursive hierarchies and material inequalities are mapped (Ahmed 2007). This is a key 

insight of Said’s, and an associated dilemma applies to a litany of terms used in 

Orientalism (e.g., “the West,” “the East,” “Muslim,” “Arab,” “American,” “Muslim 

Arab,” “Muslim American,” and so on) and in this thesis (e.g., “criminal,” “dealer,” 

“deviant,” “normal,” and so on). Grappling with this dilemma involves striving for 

precision of language wherever possible, but with the acknowledgement that slippages 

may inevitably occur (Said himself oscillates between using labels such as “the Orient” 

or “Muslims” to refer to empirical realities versus representations). 

The following section briefly outlines sociological literature on deviance and drug 

use. Reification creeps into studies of “deviant” behaviors when scholars focus on 

identifying the choices and conditions that led to people breaking the rules, at the expense 

of analyzing how meanings of rules and rule-breakers were constructed. Thus, this study 

aims to deconstruct concepts such as “stoner,” “criminal,” and “dealer” by focusing on 
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processes that bring those categories into existence and reconfigure their racial and 

gendered coding in the process of legalization. I use quotation marks to indicate when 

terms such as these are meant to refer to socially constructed archetypes and 

representations (rather than empirical realities), acknowledging that even these 

specifications, while perhaps more precise, cannot completely avoid reifying socially 

constructed differences. 

 

SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES ON DEVIANCE AND DRUG USE 

Much of the scholarly literature on drugs and cannabis comes from criminology 

and studies in the sociology of deviance. Early works in this tradition took for granted the 

notion that certain behaviors are intrinsically abnormal, and focused primarily on 

identifying the reasons why people engage in these so-called “deviant” behaviors. Such 

theories include anomie theory, which says that individuals who lack the structure of 

norms and social connectedness are more likely to be “deviant” (Durkheim 1895, Merton 

1938); differential association theory, which holds that people learn the values, 

techniques, and motives for “deviant” behavior through interaction with others 

(Sutherland and Cressey 1947); control theory, which posits that all individuals are 

predisposed to “deviate,” but most are encouraged to conform through attachments to and 

investments in social institutions (Hirschi 1969); and general strain theory, which argues 

that stressful situations such as failure to achieve goals can induce a person to “deviate” 

(Agnew 1992).  

A key intervention in this tradition was Howard S. Becker’s Outsiders (1973), 

which began from the premise that definitions of “deviance” themselves are socially 

constructed and contested. Becker (1973) rejected a number of definitions of deviance, 
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including those that define “deviant” behaviors as anomalous (i.e., those which 

statistically few people practice), pathological (i.e. products of “disease” or mental 

illness), or anything that fails to abide by the rules of the social group, a definition which 

he considers overly relativistic: “A person may break the rules of one group by the very 

act of abiding by the rules of another group. Is he [sic], then, deviant?” (Becker 1973:8).  

Therefore, Becker does not take as given that “deviant” behavior has an essential 

or a priori existence, and neither is he satisfied with speculations about what it is about 

“deviant” actors that causes them to break social rules. Instead, he posits, the only 

common trait sociologists can observe among people labeled “deviant” is the fact and 

experience of being labeled “deviant”:  

I will begin my analysis with this basic similarity and view deviance as the 
product of a transaction that takes place between some social group and one who 
is viewed by that group as a rule-breaker. I will be less concerned with the 
personal and social characteristics of deviants than with the process by which they 
come to be thought of as outsiders and their reactions to that judgment. (Becker 
1973:10) 

In other words, Becker (1973) is primarily interested in the process by which behaviors 

and identities are constructed and labeled as deviant, an approach which has come to be 

known as the interactionist theory of deviant behavior (Harris 2008). He rejects absolutist 

and respectability-oriented concepts of deviance (e.g., “drug addicts are mentally ill,” 

“drug dealers are immoral”). Instead, in keeping with the tradition of symbolic 

interactionism, he holds that meanings are never inherent, but are instead created through 

social interaction (Mead 1934, Blumer 1969). He writes: 

[Deviance] is created by society. I do not mean this in the way it is ordinarily 
understood, in which the causes of deviance are located in the social situation of 
the deviant or in “social factors” which prompt his action. I mean, rather, that 
social groups create deviance by making the rules whose infraction constitutes 
deviance, and by applying those rules to particular people and labeling them as 
outsiders. From this point of view, deviance is not a quality of the act the person 
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commits, but rather a consequence of the application by others of rules and 
sanctions to an “offender.” (Becker 1973:9) 

Put differently, behaviors become “deviant” or “normal” when the right people or the 

right number of people say they are. “Deviant behavior,” writes Becker, “is behavior that 

people so label” (1973:9).  

Becker (1973) also makes the point that some individuals and groups have more 

power than others to ascribe labels to practices and identities. He describes individuals 

and groups that aim to persuade society to accept and conform to certain norms as moral 

entrepreneurs. Moral entrepreneurs are individuals or groups that publicly crusade for a 

change in policy or other social situation based on claims about what is “moral,” 

“normal,” “deviant,” and so on. This often involves spreading what Stanley Cohen (1972) 

termed a moral panic, which happens when a critical mass of the populace is persuaded 

that an evil presence in society—or “folk devil”—is to blame for a social ill, and 

therefore must be fought or stamped out. Cohen’s (1972) work is foundational for 

understanding the success of anti-cannabis “drug scares” (Reinarman 2015), which 

hinged on the widespread scapegoating of black and Latinx “folk devils,” whom political 

elites demonized and blamed for social problems such as poverty, crime, and addiction. 

Thus, the “fact” of whether the alleged social problem empirically exists is 

irrelevant to the success of a moral enterprise, because the enterprise—the “work” of 

creating and enforcing a rule against an alleged social evil—is itself what constructs the 

problem and provides rationale for its elimination (Glazer 1994, Goode and Ben-Yehuda 

1994). For Becker (1973), moral entrepreneurs include both rule creators, who have the 

power to disseminate and propagate labels and norms throughout society, as well as rule 

enforcers (e.g., police officers), who are continually compelled to balance their duty to 

enforce norms with the need to justify their own existence as enforcers. These enforcing 
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and justifying roles exist in tension for rule enforcers, who run the risk of making 

themselves obsolete if they do their jobs too effectively. 

When successful, a moral enterprise culminates in the characterization of a 

“scapegoated” social group as so morally corrupt as to be dangerous or menacing to 

society. Becker (1973) stressed that in order for moral entrepreneurs to scapegoat 

individuals or groups as a source of social problems, they require the resources and 

access to spread and rationalize the moral message. Because of this, successful moral 

enterprises tend to be levied by individuals and groups who have power in a given social 

context (e.g., politicians, lawmakers, mass media affiliates, organized religious groups, 

investors, and so on). Through this process, moral entrepreneurs not only have the 

capacity to influence policy and structural reform on a given issue, but also to rhetorically 

shape meanings of “normalcy” and “deviance,” as well as understandings of the issue 

itself. Because these meanings are contested, different moral enterprises often play out 

simultaneously, competing against one another for the power to influence social 

meanings in the public imagination (e.g., drug legalization and prohibition movements). 

Thus, Becker (1973) admonishes sociologists to focus on how the meaning of deviance is 

socially generated and ascribed instead of searching for the “real” causes or origins of 

deviant behaviors (Harris 2008). Furthermore, he espouses skepticism of studies that 

impose meanings on subjects rather than investigating the processes that create and 

recreate those meanings.  

Most of the existing sociological literature on cannabis comes from the period 

before states began legalizing, and tends to focus on distributors who operate illegally 

and users who consume illegally. These studies are mostly concerned with analyzing 

drug users and distributors as deviant social actors. Thus, they examine the reasons why 

people use and sell cannabis and how they socially learned to do so, in addition to racial 
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and gender disparities within these groups. In “Becoming a Marihuana User,” for 

example, Howard S. Becker (1953) shows that individuals become drug users through a 

learned process that not only involves learning the mechanics of smoking, but also 

learning to perceive the effects of a high and to find those effects enjoyable. 

The bulk of sociological studies on drug dealers and distributors focus on men of 

color. These works tend to fall into one of two groups: On the one hand, they are 

quantitative studies of disparate occupational and carceral outcomes related to drugs (e.g., 

Pager 2003, 2007). On the other, they are ethnographies of poor, urban settings that 

examine how men who deal drugs navigate dynamics such as gang relations and 

interactions with police (Adler 1993, Bourgois 1996, Contreras 2013, Goffman 2014). 

Thus, cannabis-related studies in sociology and criminology tend to focus on black and 

Latino men, and scarcely investigate distribution networks among, for example, wealthy 

white-collar businesspeople. This trend reifies the idea that black and Latino men are 

essentially or culturally more likely to engage in “deviant” or “criminal” practices like 

selling drugs. 

Few sociological studies have examined the experiences of white people who 

illegally sell cannabis, despite the fact that white people do so at roughly the same rates 

as people of color (ACLU n.d.). A notable exception is the book Dorm Room Dealers: 

Drugs and the Privileges of Race and Class, in which A. Rafik Mohamed and Erik D. 

Fritsvold (2010) show that white college men who deal drugs on college campuses 

operate with relative impunity because young, educated white men are not socially 

recognized as "drug dealers.” Thus, the college campuses where these men conducted 

their business were not so heavily policed or kept under surveillance as neighborhoods 

populated by poor people and people of color. Following Mohamed and Fritsvold (2010), 

this study will investigate the experiences of white people who are involved in cannabis 
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distribution. Rather than focus on men, however, this study will examine the experiences 

of women. 

The experiences of women in association with the illicit cannabis market tend to 

focus on how women are relegated to peripheral or supporting roles among users and 

distributors. Research on women cannabis users typically highlights the ways in which 

cannabis culture is gendered in a manner that makes it hostile to women (Haines, Poland, 

and Johnson 2008; Haines, Johnson, Carter, and Arora 2009; Dahl and Sandberg 2015). 

For instance, studies of gender dynamics among college and adolescent smokers suggest 

that competence in cannabis culture is conflated with masculinity, and getting “too silly” 

while high is considered a marker of feminine incompetence (Warner, Weber, and 

Albanes 1999; Haines, Poland, and Johnson 2008; Haines, Johnson, Carter, and Arora 

2009). Studies of women on the distribution side of illicit markets also stress the 

hegemony of masculinity in cannabis. Women in illicit drug economies are seen either as 

addicts who are forced to deal to support their habits or as fringe figures on the sidelines 

of the market, serving as the romantic companion of men dealers or playing a supporting 

role in the lives of men who do the “real” work of cultivating and moving product 

(Pettiway 1987, Raphael 1985, Weisheit 1991, Adler 1993, Denton and O’Malley 1999, 

Anderson 2005). One exception can be found in the work of Karen August (2013), who 

examines women’s experiences of rural cannabis production in Northern California. 

August finds that “marijuana growers are portrayed primarily as males… yet, behind this 

popular image is an army of women who quietly participate in the business” (2013:89). 

Overwhelmingly, studies on women who use and sell drugs have focused on how 

the social practices of using and selling are gendered. Literature on women in drug 

markets commonly focus on illicit markets and on women who do not occupy positions 

of authority. This leaves a two-fold gap in sociological understandings of women who 
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sell drugs, which this study aims to address by examining the experiences of women who 

work in the legal cannabis industry. 

Becker’s (1953, 1955) famous studies of cannabis users have informed 

sociological understandings of how individuals become drug users. They are often 

regarded as canonical case studies in the sociology of deviance (Athey, Boyd, and Cohen 

2017). However, despite Becker’s insistence that sociologists take constructionist 

approaches to deviance, his own work on cannabis users—like most of the other 

empirical studies on cannabis—focuses more on how smokers learn to navigate the 

social, cultural, and political climate of being labeled “deviant” than on how the fact of 

engaging in the practice of smoking came to be constructed as deviant in the first place. 

That is, “Becoming a Marihuana User” (1953) and “Marihuana Use and Social Control” 

(1955) grapple with outcomes—how users deal with being labeled as “deviant”—rather 

than the process by which their “deviance” is constructed. 

This missed opportunity is compounded by Becker’s lack of attention to the role 

of race and gender in co-constituting deviant identities. Outsiders (1973) contains no 

discussion of gender whatsoever and only one mention of race, given in context of 

racially disparate legal applications. Becker (1953, 1955) also takes a colorblind 

approach (Feagin 2013, Bonilla-Silva 2018) to understanding drug use, acknowledging 

the associated “deviant” label without investigating how the label came into existence or 

how it is co-constructed with racialized and gendered archetypes. Colorblind and gender-

neutral approaches to deviance are particularly unhelpful when it comes to cannabis, 

given that the use and sale of the plant has been racialized and gendered throughout its 

history (Alexander 2010, Hari 2015, Chasin 2016). As previously discussed, scholars 

have provided ample evidence to show how race and gender are implicated in the 

construction of “stoner” and “dealer” identities throughout the historical period of 
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cannabis prohibition. Additionally, they show how these racialized and gendered 

representations map onto material inequalities that affect the empirical realities of 

people’s lived experiences.  

This is not a new critique—many scholars have made similar appraisals of the 

androcentric, white-centric, and heteronormative biases that pervade much of the 

empirical work on delinquency and deviance. These include feminist approaches to 

deviance (e.g., Chesney-Lind 1989), queer approaches to deviance (e.g., Rubin 1984), 

critical race approaches to deviance (e.g., Eastman 2015, Heitzeg 2015), and 

intersectional approaches to deviance (e.g., A. Ferguson 2001, R. Ferguson 2004), among 

many others. Such approaches do not treat “deviance” as essential or pathological, nor do 

they ignore how race, gender, and sexuality intersect to construct deviance. Instead, they 

privilege the analysis of processes by which “deviance” comes to be constructed through 

racialized, gendered, and sexualized social forces.   

This study adds to the body of literature on deviance by investigating some of the 

moral enterprises associated with cannabis cultivators, users, and distributers during the 

reverse process—the process by which cannabis is constructed as “normal” and socially 

acceptable during the process of legalization. In particular, I examine the competing and 

changing discourses of legitimacy, ethics, and morality involved in shaping what it means 

to be a “dealer” or a “stoner,” particularly given the colonial, white supremacist approach 

to drug use in American history. Rather than focus on the ways in which cannabis use 

and sale have been constructed as “deviant” in racialized, gendered, and sexualized ways, 

I am interested in the normalization process that constructs cannabis as socially 

acceptable. This project holds that representations of these identities have historically 

played a role in perpetuating material inequalities for black and Latinx people. 
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To understand whether and how women participate in this process of 

normalization, it is necessary to theorize how race, gender, and sexuality inform women’s 

work experiences in legal cannabis. The following section briefly outlines sociological 

insights related to gendered, racialized, and sexualized labor markets.  

 

GENDER, RACE, AND SEXUALITY IN THE LABOR MARKET 

Race and gender scholars have shown that while definitions of what makes a 

worker “good” or “professional” may appear commonsense and universal, they are 

actually socially constructed. The social construction of professionalism, and the 

widespread assumption that organizations are race-and gender-neutral, they argue, 

operates as a mechanism that facilitates white, masculine hegemony in workplaces. In her 

theory of gendered organizations, Joan Acker (1990) responds to the dearth of studies 

that recognize that organizations are innately gendered structures (rather than considering 

gender as a separate construct that exists alongside organizations). She critiques previous 

attempts at theorizing the relationship between gender and organizations for painting 

organizations as “gender-neutral and asexual” (1990:144), when for her, they are 

comprised of “gendered processes in which sexuality also plays a part” (1990:145). By 

neglecting to examine the ways in which organizations are fundamentally gendered, 

theorists miss out on many of the mechanisms by which gender inequality is created and 

perpetuated (e.g., gender segregation of work, income and status inequality, gendered 

symbols, and so on). 

Acker (1990) therefore sets out to show that organizations are not gender neutral; 

on the contrary, gender is deeply embedded in the structure and processes that comprise 

organizations. She defines a gendered organization (a concept she says applies to all 
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organizations) as one in which “advantage and disadvantage, exploitation and control, 

action and emotion, meaning and identity, are patterned through and in terms of a 

distinction between male and female, masculine and feminine” (1990:146). In other 

words, gender cannot be understood as additional to or apart from organizations because 

the male-female binary is intrinsic to organizational structure, abstractions, assumptions, 

and operations.  

Furthermore, Acker (1990) argues, the gendered nature of organizations is 

obfuscated because the extent to which work is embodied goes unexamined. When 

organizations assume a disembodied worker as a stand-in for all workers, this “universal” 

worker is assumed to be a man. This is significant because workers are not actually 

disembodied in empirical reality—people of all gender identities carry their self-

presentations with them in the workplace. Therefore, the assumption that workers are 

disembodied obscures the ways in which women do not “fit” the conception of the 

universal male worker: “The concept of a universal worker excludes and marginalizes 

women who cannot, almost by definition, achieve the qualities of a real worker because 

to do so is to become like a man” (1990:150). This disconnect between embodied women 

workers and the disembodied abstract worker (assumed to be male) pervades 

organizational logic, processes, and systems (e.g., in job descriptions and expectations, 

workplace hierarchies, workers’ relationships to procreation), ultimately serving to 

maintain gender inequality in the workplace.  

Acker ends her influential piece on gendered organizations with a question. She 

wonders whether the abstract, disembodied worker is racialized as well as gendered, 

asking, “Are white-male-dominated organizations also built on underlying assumptions 

about the proper place of people with different skin colors?” (1990:154). Intersectional 

feminist scholars, such as Adia Harvey Wingfield (2010), tackle this question and further 
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challenge hegemonic assumptions about organizations. Where Acker (1990) critiques 

research that implicitly considers the disembodied worker to be male, Wingfield (2010) 

extends that framework, positing that this worker is also assumed white. She critiques 

previous studies on emotion work, which, she argues, tacitly assume that their subjects 

are white employees working in racially homogenous white settings. As a consequence of 

this framing, Wingfield argues that sociological workplace theory “privileges the 

experiences of white workers and ignores the way emotion work may be differently 

performed and experienced for minority employees in predominantly white settings” 

(2010:251).  

As shown, many of the empirical studies on 1) users and distributors in illicit 

cannabis markets and, more broadly, 2) racialized, gendered, and sexualized labor 

markets, explore the conditions and experiences of people at work within these spaces. 

Intersectional feminist scholarship on labor markets, for instance, examines the 

experiences of women of color in organizations which are already constituted as white 

and masculine (Browne 1999, Higginbotham and Weber 1999, Wingfield 2010, Durr and 

Wingfield 2011). By studying workers whose bodies are “out of place” (Puwar 2004), 

these works illuminate how existing workplaces and organizations are structured by race, 

gender, and sexuality. 

However, it is difficult for studies of existing labor markets to examine the 

process by which these organizations came to be racialized, gendered, and sexualized in 

the first place. This study adds to that literature by focusing instead on an emerging labor 

market—the legal cannabis industry. Although the illicit distribution of cannabis already 

constituted a labor market, the process of legalization appears to correlate with a shift in 

public tolerance or approval of cannabis users and distributors. Therefore, this study asks: 

How are racial and gendered logics of deviance and criminality that characterized the 
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illicit cannabis market being reconfigured in the legal market? Are race, gender, and 

sexuality being similarly mapped onto the logics of normalization associated with 

cannabis in the emerging legal market? What is the process by which these boundaries 

are drawn?   

Therefore, this study puts the literatures on deviance and drug use in conversation 

with the literatures on race, gender, and sexuality in labor markets. By doing so, I go 

beyond investigating the conditions people experience within labor markets, and instead 

examine the constitutive logic of labor markets that become visible during a period of 

emergence. I argue that this can show how the logics of deviance are not only mobilized 

in sites that are already considered deviant, but also in emerging legal markets that are 

increasingly normalized in society. Because the logics of deviance are historically coded 

as black, brown, and masculine in the context of illicit cannabis, this project studies a 

privileged case of how one logic of deviance and morality mutates into another, and how 

these logics are implicated in the reconfiguration of a racialized, gendered, and 

sexualized labor market. 

Because cannabis policies and public perceptions of cannabis are in flux, the case 

of women in legal cannabis is a privileged site for investigating two processes: 1) how 

cannabis use and distribution, historically constructed as “deviant” behaviors, come to be 

normalized, and 2) how an emerging (from a legal standpoint) labor market comes to be 

racialized, gendered, and sexualize. Thus, this project asks the following questions: First, 

how do women in legal cannabis talk about what it means to be a cannabis user? Shifts in 

legalization and public attitudes toward cannabis suggest corresponding shifts in how the 

drug is understood in the public imagination. What role do racial, gender, and sexual 

politics play in this transition? Second, how do women talk about their work experiences? 

What do the meanings of “professionalism” and “legitimacy” look like in the legal 
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cannabis industry? Finally, how do women in legal cannabis talk about sexual harassment 

in the industry? A key component of twentieth-century drug scares related to cannabis 

involved the spread of moral panic about the threat to white women. The idea that 

cannabis would provoke users and distributors to rape and engage in sexual deviance was 

integral to the scapegoating of black and brown men, as well as to the racialization of the 

illicit cannabis industry more generally. Now that the industry is legal in many states, 

have these archetypes vanished, or have they been reconfigured? 

 



 

37 
 

CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

This chapter outlines the research design of the study, including strengths and 

limitations, and offers reflections on methodological issues of access, reflexivity, and 

embodiment. The chapter is divided into five sections. First, I briefly outline some of the 

cultural, legal, and historical context about the cannabis industry as a case. Next, I outline 

the research design of the study, including details about the sample. Third, I explain how 

I conducted my analysis of the data. Fourth, I reflect on methodological issues of access, 

reflexivity, and embodiment. Finally, I discuss the strengths and limitations of my 

research design. 
 

SITE OF THE STUDY  

This thesis focuses on women cannabis professionals as a case study to examine 

competing and changing discourses of legitimacy, ethics, and morality. Rather than test 

hypotheses based on a random, representative sample of a population, the case study 

method allows researchers to focus on a particular entity—such as an individual, group, 

organization, site, event, relationship, or process—that offers a unique window into some 

kind of social dynamic. Case study methods thus allow researchers to complicate, extend, 

or generate new theoretical insights (Charmaz 2006). Because cannabis policies and 

public perceptions of cannabis are changing, the case of women in legal cannabis is a 

privileged site for investigating two processes: 1) how cannabis use and distribution, 

historically constructed as “deviant” behaviors, come to be normalized, and 2) how an 

emerging (from a legal standpoint) labor market comes to be racialized, gendered, and 

sexualized. 
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I use the term “cannabis industry” throughout this thesis because it reflects the 

language of my participants and of mass-media reports on the economy and culture of 

cannabis in the United States. By cannabis industry, I mean the aggregate of legal 

consumers, cultivators and producers, independent consulting and standards bodies, 

regulators, and researchers associated with the cannabis plant. It is important to note that 

when it comes to cannabis, the term “industry” tends to encompass a broader array of 

enterprises than it might in other spheres of production. For example, a petitioner who 

collects signatures for cannabis reform and a journalist whose beat is focused on cannabis 

might both be considered part of “the industry” (Weeks 2014). Individuals involved in 

cannabis do not comprise a traditionally “bounded” group, and the frontiers of what is 

considered part of “the industry” are somewhat porous. Because of this, some of my 

respondents prefer the more amorphous term “cannabis space,” while others use the 

terms “cannabis industry” and “cannabis space” interchangeably.  

These factors raise the question of what constitutes the cannabis industry. What 

enterprises are included? Which players are included? This question is actually part of 

what this study sets out to complicate and tease out. The industry is not “new,” per se, but 

some commentators explain women’s relative success in cannabis by reasoning that they 

are getting in on the ground floor of an emerging industry. According to Forbes, “the 

U.S. economy doesn’t spawn an entirely new industry very often, and legal pot may well 

be the best ground-floor opportunity we’ve seen since the early days of the Internet” 

(Tice 2015). This explanation likens the cannabis industry to something like the tech 

boom of the 2000s, which can obscure the fact that people have actually been growing, 

selling, and consuming cannabis for centuries—just not legally. Furthermore, the extent 

to which the industry really is “legal” is also in flux. Cannabis is classified as a Schedule 
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I drug according to U.S. federal law. This means that even though it is legal in a number 

of states across the nation, it is not legal according to federal law. If the federal 

government suddenly “cracked down” on enforcing federal regulations on cannabis, as 

U.S. Attorney General Jeff Sessions has hinted at doing (Beckett 2017), it could 

jeopardize the livelihoods of thousands of professionals and workers in the cannabis 

space. To varying degrees, people involved at the fringes of the industry find themselves 

engaged in precarious work, or employment that is “uncertain, unpredictable, and risky 

from the point of view of the worker” (Kalleberg 2009:1). Therefore, part of the goal of 

this study is to examine how the boundaries of the cannabis industry are contested.  

The partially legal status which cannabis professionals occupy does not in and of 

itself make this case unique. Rather, the case of women cannabis professionals is of 

particular interest for sociologists due to the historical moment within which it is situated. 

Despite the Trump administration’s stated determination to continue the War on Drugs 

(Beckett 2017), federal legalization seems closer than ever. On Election Day 2016, the 

number of legal-cannabis states in the union doubled overnight: California, Maine, 

Massachusetts, and Nevada all passed legislation approving recreational legalization, 

while the states of Arkansas, Florida, Montana, and North Dakota voted to legalize 

cannabis for medical use. More importantly, however, the case is interesting because of 

the rapid change in American attitudes toward cannabis. Public support for legalization 

has reached a record high (McCarthy 2017), and these attitudinal shifts may hint at 

corresponding changes in the way Americans understand dealers and users. 

Representations of weed, both in the news and in popular culture, seem to have shifted in 

tandem with political views. Despite the fact that white people sell and use cannabis at 

roughly the same rates as people of color, images of cannabis “dealers” and “users” as 
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non-white, hyper-masculine, and sexually dangerous have pervaded American political 

and media discourses throughout the 20th century (Beckett 1999; Alexander 2010; Haney 

López 2014; Hari 2015; Chasin 2016; Steinmetz, Schaefer, & Henderson 2016). 

However, as Michelle Alexander (2017) has observed, rhetoric about the supposed moral 

bankruptcy of drugs such as cannabis has softened in recent years, likely—she posits—

because the legal cannabis industry and the opiate epidemic are dominated by white 

people. In these respects, the burgeoning legal marijuana industry represents a case of a 

“historically emergent social phenomen[on]” (Katz 1997:411). 

Therefore, the study of women cannabis professionals warrants sociological 

attention in this historical moment, particularly with respect to shifts in racialized and 

gendered discourses, binaries, and representations associated with cannabis sale and 

consumption.  

 

SAMPLE 

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board at the University of 

Texas at Austin in April 2017. I recruited and interviewed participants for this study 

beginning in the late spring and throughout the summer of 2017. The majority of 

participants were recruited through snowball sampling. I initially connected with one 

participant through a personal contact and a second participant who I met at a local 

networking event for women in cannabis. I also reached out via email to women I 

encountered on Facebook groups, Instagram pages, and news articles featuring women in 

the cannabis industry. Many of these initial contacts helped to connect me with the 

remainder of the participants I interviewed for this study. Because I did not have close 

personal relationships with anyone in the industry at the outset, establishing relationships 
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was time-consuming and not always successful. Many of the women I emailed never 

responded, and some responded with interest, but did not follow up to schedule an 

interview. (Reflections on this issue and its implications for the study, are discussed in 

subsequent sections.) Eventually, I was able to garner a sample of 17 women in cannabis. 

Table 1 provides a summary of my respondents’ demographic characteristics. 

My sample includes 17 women of varying incomes and education levels. Two 

women had a master’s degree, nine had a bachelor’s, one had her associate’s degree, two 

had some college education, and two had a high school diploma. Estimated annual 

household incomes ranged from $30,000/year to $300,000/year. Only one woman, a co-

founder of a cannabis consultant company, declined to provide her annual household 

income. My participants lived and worked in states with a variety of cannabis laws on the 

books, including, as of December 2017, two CBD-only states (Texas and Wisconsin), 

three medical-only states (Arizona, California, and the District of Columbia), and one 

state where cannabis is legal for both medical and recreational use (Colorado). They also 

had a broad range of cannabis-related work experience. I spoke with one analyst at a firm 

that conducts research on the cannabis industry; one assistant manager of a dispensary, a 

storefront location where customers buy cannabis; one brand ambassador, who is paid to 

endorse cannabis products; two budtenders, or dispensary workers who sell and share 

knowledge about cannabis products; two cultivators; one glass artist, who makes pipes 

and other accessories for smoking; one freelance cannabis consultant, who provides 

expert advice and writings on cannabis; two cannabis Instagram influencers, who endorse 

cannabis products to their large audiences; one sales associate; and seven CEOs/founders 

of cannabis-related businesses (including consulting firms, accessory retailers, clinical 

herbalist companies, companies that incorporate cannabis into wellness practices, and 
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companies that sell edibles, or food products infused with cannabis). These numbers total 

more than 17 because some of my participants work multiple jobs in the cannabis 

industry. 

I also asked my respondents to tell me how many years of experience they had in 

the industry. Some women made a distinction between their years working professionally 

in legal cannabis and their years on cannabis “scene.” For instance, Jan, a 42-year-old 

white woman, has been involved in cannabis activism projects—in addition to a hemp 

business—for 21 years. Megan, a 50-year-old white woman, has two years of experience 

in cannabis, plus 30 years of experience in botanical medicine. Others have each worked 

full-time in the industry for only a few years, but consider themselves longtime voices in 

cannabis “culture.” For example, Lara and Whitney each curate cannabis-themed 

Instagram pages, with followers that number in the tens and hundreds of thousands, 

respectively.  

When I first conceptualized this study, I was interested in hearing the stories of 

black and Latina women. I wanted to know how they experienced and navigated an 

industry that had come to be dominated by white people, specifically white men (McVey 

2017). However, I struggled to recruit women of color, and the process culminated in a 

sample of mostly white women (see the following sections for a discussion of access). 

Participants were asked to self-identify with regard to race. When asked to state their 

race, one woman identified as Latina, one as African American, one as Mexican, one as 

Hispanic, one as Hispanic and white, one as Filipina and white, and eleven as white or 

Caucasian. All participants, when asked to state their gender, identified as female or as 

women. No women identified as transgender, but this does not necessarily mean that all 

the women in the study can be described as cisgender. Gender was reported as a self-
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identification and I did not ask women follow-up questions (e.g., do you mean you are a 

cisgender woman?) beyond these self-reports because assigned-at-birth sex category is 

not relevant to this study, and I do not wish to perpetuate the notion that transgender 

women are not “real” women. Fourteen participants identified as straight or heterosexual, 

two identified as bisexual, and one identified as “straight, most of the time.” Thus, almost 

all of my participants identified as straight or heterosexual women. Ultimately, the 

recruitment process culminated in a sample of majority white, heterosexual women. This 

study, therefore, focuses on how women who are socially privileged understand and talk 

about the cannabis industry. I critically evaluate how the socially “unmarked” (Sprague 

2005) discourses of whiteness and heterosexuality contribute to reinstating social 

inequality in the cannabis industry. 
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of respondents 

Name Age Racea Household 
Income 

Sexual 
Orientationa Educationa  Occupationa 

Amelia 29 White $40,000/yr Straight Bachelor’s Brand ambassador 
Ann 48 White $120,000/yr Straight Bachelor’s CEO of cannabis consulting firm 
Celeste 42 Latina $105,000/yr Heterosexual Master’s CEO of cannabis consulting firm 
Darcy 50 White Did not answer Heterosexual Associate’s Co-founder of cannabis consulting firm 
Hannah 29 White $100,000/yr Straight Bachelor’s Sales specialist at a cannabis distributer 

Jacquie 24 White $30,000/yr Bisexual High school 
diploma Budtender (product specialist) 

Jan 42 White $40,000-
75,000/yr Straight Bachelor’s Freelance cannabis consultant 

Kelley 34 White $300,000/yr Straight Bachelor’s CEO of smoking accessory retailer 

Kemah 24 African 
American $35,000/yr Heterosexual Some college Budtender (product specialist) 

Lara 26 Mexican $35,000/yr Straight Some college Cultivator 
Megan 50 White $60,000/yr Heterosexual “Self-educated” CEO of clinical herbalist company 
Mia 31 Filipina/white $55,000/yr Bisexual Bachelor’s Assistant manager at a dispensary 
Natalia 35 Hispanic/white $40,000/yr Straight Bachelor’s Owner of a cannabis wellness company 

Rachel 27 White $60,000/yr Straight “most of 
the time” Bachelor’s Analyst at cannabis research firm 

Sofía 34 Hispanic $80,000/yr Straight Master’s CEO of edibles company 
Tara 30 White $35,000/yr Straight Bachelor’s Self-employed glass artist 

Whitney 29 White $60,000/yr Straight High school 
diploma Self-employed cannabis blogger/influencer 

a. Denotes respondents’ self-identification in response to open-ended questions. 
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METHOD OF ANALYSIS 

I conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 17 women who agreed to 

participate in the study to see how they described experiences and perceptions associated 

with the cannabis industry. My interview guide was divided into three sections. The first 

asked respondents to tell me about how and why they started working in the legal 

cannabis industry. In this section I wanted to learn about women’s pathways to cannabis, 

their motivation to work in the industry, and how their friends, family, and former co-

workers reacted to this decision. I then asked women to describe their experiences 

actually working in the cannabis industry. I wanted to understand what women thought 

about the culture of the industry, where they “fit” in its landscape, and their impressions 

of their customers and co-workers. I asked them about their target consumers for their 

products, their views on legalization, and their thoughts on what a “typical” cannabis user 

or employee looks like. Finally, I asked respondents to share stories or experiences of 

challenging, risky, or dangerous situations they encountered while working in the 

industry.  

The semi-structured format of my interviews facilitated a conversational tone and 

gave me the flexibility to pursue new lines of inquiry with participants when themes 

arose that I had not anticipated. I also made minor additions and re-organizations to the 

interview guide during the data collection process to accommodate themes and patterns 

that commonly resurfaced. For example, when several participants mentioned the 

importance of working in cannabis for “the right reasons,” I added a question asking 

whether they felt there were “right” or “wrong” reasons for wanting to work in cannabis. 

These emergent questions ended up leading to some of the richest data in the study. 
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Interviews lasted between 21 minutes on the short end and 3 hours on the long 

end. The average interview lasted 1 hour and 17 minutes. I did not compensate 

participants for the time they spent discussing their experiences with me. I audio-

recorded and transcribed all of my interviews with the exception of one, for which I 

relied on detailed note-taking. Because my interviews were mainly conducted via cell 

phone, I used an iOS app called TapeACall to record the conversations with the informed 

consent of my participants. Immediately on completing each interview, I uploaded each 

audio-recorded file to my password-protected laptop and deleted the copy of the 

recording in the app on my cell phone. After transcription I deleted all audio files from 

my laptop.  

Some of my participants had an entrée into the industry that involved illegal 

activity, and a number of my participants disclosed encounters with sexual assault and 

harassment. The heightened sensitivity of these disclosures made it important to protect 

their confidentiality. In all of the transcripts and in this thesis, I eliminated any 

information that might identify my respondents. I used pseudonyms for respondents’ 

names, company names, and the names of anyone else mentioned in the interviews. 

Additionally, many of my participants are well known in the cannabis industry, or are 

easily identifiable because they are the only woman or woman of color working in their 

particular position or region. Therefore, I sometimes describe the unique characteristics 

of my respondents’ businesses in more general terms. For example, I refer to several 

participants as “cannabis consultants” or “cannabis researchers” without going into too 

much detail as to the exact nature of their work. I also do not refer to specific cities, but 

instead refer to states (e.g., Arizona instead of Phoenix). Once I had transcribed all the 

interviews, I conducted a preliminary round of open-coding using a qualitative data 
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analysis software called MAXQDA. During this round, I proceeded from a grounded 

theory approach (Charmaz 2006), meaning I identified common themes and patterns my 

respondents raised with the aim of generating and building on theoretical insights about 

social processes and mechanisms. I paid particular attention to moments of contradiction, 

such as when a participant expressed two competing or inconsistent perspectives on a 

single issue. In my second round of coding, I joined and split codes as I identified new 

themes and patterns for my analysis. I subsequently wrote memos on each theme to help 

me make sense of the data. 

 

Engaging in Discourse Analysis 

In keeping with the epistemological premises of postcolonial, intersectional, and 

queer paradigms, I engaged in discourse analysis when interpreting my transcripts. A 

discourse analytical approach posits that because language is comprised of socially 

constructed meanings, it does not reflect the “real world” in a neutral sense, but instead 

creates and recreates understandings of reality. Thus, discourse itself can be understood 

as a type of social action (Gill 2000). A discourse analysis approach therefore allowed me 

to critically examine what my participants said as a form of text, which helped me 

deconstruct the language, frames, and logics they used to talk about their lives. 

As a part of this discursive analytical approach, I also treated interviews as 

interactional processes in their own right. Linn Egeberge Holmgren explores this 

dynamic in her work on the methodological and analytical challenges of feminist scholars 

studying profeminist men (Holmgren 2008; Holmgren and Hearn 2009; Holmgren 2011). 

She suggests that during interviews, respondents engage in impression management—

they try to shape the perceptions of the interviewer, consciously or otherwise, by 
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monitoring and regulating what they communicate during the interview (Stein 1997). 

Holmgren notes that “gender and power relations seemed to be more complex and 

intrinsically built in to the very act of interviewing as well as the social affiliations of 

interviewer/interviewee(s)” (Holmgren 2008:107). Together, the interviewer and 

interviewee engage in what she calls cofielding, a process by which they co-construct 

interview “performances” (Holmgren 2011).  

Therefore, while the phrase “data collection” implies a process by which an active 

researcher passively extracts information from a participant, in qualitative interviews, this 

process might more fruitfully be understood as a process of data production, through 

which two people create a set of sociological knowledge together through interaction. In 

the following sections on access and reflexivity, I reflect on how the particular push and 

pull between me and my participants yielded the data at hand in this study. 

 

EMBODIMENT, ACCESS, AND REFLEXIVITY 

Throughout the course of this study, I reflected on how my embodiment 

influenced the process of data collection and data production. By embodiment, I mean 

who we are and how others read us in any given social context, or our social presentation 

of self. Questions of embodiment are critical when it comes to qualitative sociological 

data collection because these processes involve direct interaction with other people. 

These interactions shape the image our participants have of us, and how our participants 

see us shapes our ability to gain access, establish rapport, and conduct research.  

As previously mentioned, I struggled to recruit black and Latina women for the 

study, which was disappointing because these were the women I had in mind when I first 

conceptualized the study. Specifically, I found it difficult to recruit black women. I 
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reached out to dozens of black women, but was ultimately only able to interview one, 

whom I met via another participant. One possible explanation for this difficulty could be 

that fewer black and Latinx people work in the legal cannabis industry relative to white 

people, which makes the pool of potential interviewees smaller from the beginning 

(McVey 2017). It is also possible that their intersecting marginalities as women and 

people of color made them less visible to me as possible research participants. 

Membership directories for women’s cannabis networking organizations, for example, 

tended to feature long lists of white women with only a smattering of women of color.  

Alternatively, it may be the case that participants of color felt more hesitant to be 

interviewed or share their stories with a stranger, particularly a white stranger, given the 

broader legal, historical, and cultural climate associated with drugs in the United States. 

This dynamic may have made women of color less willing to assume the potential risks 

associated with participating in a research study, particularly one that involves long and 

detailed conversations about pathways into an industry that exists on shaky legal ground. 

Although I did not explicitly disclose my race in any of my interviews or solicitations for 

participants, they could have inferred that I am a white woman based on my name or the 

photo of me on my email profile, from which they could have made all kinds of 

additional inferences based on my age, femme presentation of self, and so on.  

However, I do not believe potential respondents made decisions about 

participation or formed opinions of me based solely on my embodiment. I reject 

essentialist conceptions of embodiment that rely on an “insider/outsider” dichotomy 

(Merton 1972), and instead aim to acknowledge the ways in which researcher 

positionalities are continually and dynamically constructed depending on the social 

context. As Ben Carrington (2008) has noted, social science methods literature scarcely 



 

50 
 

problematizes the reflexivity of researchers who share a racial background with their 

participants. Instead, methods literature prioritizes the so-called “dilemmas” for white 

researchers who study participants of color, which reifies the notions that 1) positionality 

is static and 2) a standpoint of whiteness is the objective, default positionality: 

Race is only perceived to be an issue, becomes a marker of difference, when 
white researchers begin to investigate the racial Other. … The failure to develop 
sufficiently self-reflexive modes of research has meant that “whiteness” has, 
regrettably, become the default, unmarked, normative position through which 
much work in the area is produced. … Within such a context, race can only figure 
as a barrier or impediment to knowledge production—which is somehow 
“unraced”— and the positionality of white researchers largely ignored. 
(Carrington 2008:427). 

Similarly, in response to men researchers who complain about struggling to 

access populations of women, Kristen Schilt and Christine Williams (2008) stress the 

importance for all sociologists to negotiate their presentations of self—that is, to “play 

up” or “downplay” certain facets of their identities—to gain access among their 

participants. In response to men social scientists who complain about the challenge of 

gaining access to populations of women, Schilt and Williams write: 

In contrast to the internal and external obstacles to studying the ‘world of 
women,’ some of these articles describe remarkably open access to the ‘world of 
men.’ But we wonder just how easily they obtained this entrée. … By failing to 
interrogate the actual work that goes into ‘being one of the guys,’ these authors 
unwittingly reproduce essentialist logic: The implication is that men have an 
intuitive understanding of other men, which smoothes their access to men in the 
field. … Sharing the same gender does not guarantee access to respondents. 
‘Getting in’ always requires negotiation, rapport, and persistence. (Schilt and 
Williams 2008:222) 

Carrington (2008) and Schilt and Williams (2008) suggest that access does not 

function like a gate that opens for some researchers at the outset of a project and remains 

closed to others. In other words, access is not gained in one instantaneous moment, but 
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negotiated in an ongoing process that persists throughout the duration of the project. 

Concepts like rapport and access cannot be understood with binaries (e.g., one either has 

access or does not). At any moment, a researcher might say something that strikes a 

chord in a respondent, making her suddenly relate to the researcher in ways she hadn’t 

before, unlocking a different type of rapport and different points of insight in the data. By 

the same token, a researcher might have what she sees as an excellent relationship with a 

respondent at one point, and then inadvertently reveal an opinion, taste, disposition, or 

mannerism which the participant finds unappealing or even threatening.  

Thus, while I suspect that my whiteness might have affected my access 

somewhat, I do not believe it did so deterministically. I struggled to gain access for all 

sorts of reasons. My method of sampling made it difficult for me to meet new people in 

the industry and establish rapport. Rather than meeting people in person, I initially gained 

entrée through cold-emailing women whose names I encountered in news, books, or 

magazines, or saw in member lists for networking organizations for women in the 

industry. I sent dozens of such emails and often received no response at all. 

Unsurprisingly, I had more luck when respondents sent me lists of names and email 

addresses of women they knew who may want to be interviewed, because it allowed me 

to establish a common connection and some level of trust. However, these lists scarcely 

included women of color. 

As previously discussed, almost all of my interviews were conducted via 

telephone, which means my participants and I typically did not see each other face-to-

face. This limited the information they knew about what I looked like and how I carried 

myself, which may have influenced our conversations. It is also important to note that, 

although we did not speak in person, most of my participants also communicated with me 
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via email and/or the social media platform Instagram to schedule the interview. My 

profile on both of these accounts displays a clear photo of my face (a headshot), so some 

participants may have seen that I appear white, blond, and somewhere between the ages 

of twenty and thirty.  

Likely, my positionality as a white researcher informed how my participants 

talked about cannabis with me (McCorkel and Myers 2003). In white supremacist 

societies such as the United States, whiteness is regarded as the neutral default and is not 

considered a race in and of itself, so the social dynamics that whiteness informs are 

invisible to those who benefit from white privilege (Lipsitz 2006). Thus, my whiteness 

may have encouraged my white participants to perceive our conversations as not “about 

race” so much as they were “about gender,” allowing them to feel less self-conscious 

about the racialized logics they used to frame their answers (Best 2003, McDermott 

2006). For instance, my whiteness may have made them feel more at ease and less self-

aware when they drew on stereotypes of black and Latinx people to make sense of their 

experiences. In the same vein, my participants of color may have been more attuned to 

my whiteness throughout the conversation, and crafted their responses with that 

information in mind (Davis 1997). 

Because I was not used to conducting interviews via telephone instead of face-to-

face, I had some concerns about establishing rapport with my participants. I worried that 

the medium would limit my ability to earn their trust and encourage them to talk and 

share comfortably. To counter my concern that participants could not see my face, I tried 

to include verbal cues (e.g., “I see,” “okay,” “wow,” “that sounds intense,” and so on) 

throughout our conversations to remind them that I was listening. Additionally, I tried to 

offer verbal validation and support in moments where I may have otherwise relied on 
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facial expressions or body language. For instance, respondents frequently ended 

anecdotes or sentences by asking, “do you know what I mean?” I believe part of why 

they asked this so frequently was because they could not see my facial reaction, and 

could not see whether I felt they had said something confusing, wrong, or shocking. I 

tried to be honest in the way I fielded these questions. If I genuinely was confused or if I 

wanted them to elaborate on something, I asked a follow-up question. If I thought I had a 

good sense of what they meant, or I had already probed, I sometimes said, “yes, that 

makes sense,” or “I know what you mean.” I wanted to balance making my respondents 

feel validated and comfortable with making sure I really did have a clear sense of how 

they understood their own experiences and perceptions.  

Additionally, while participants knew limited information about me upfront, this 

did not stop them from trying to ascertain more information during the interview. In one 

of the earliest interviews, a respondent stopped me mid-query and said, “Actually, I have 

some questions for you first, if you don’t mind.” After this happened, I began opening 

each interview by asking respondents if they had any questions for me before we began. 

Gloria González-López (2011) has similarly observed that prospective interviewees 

sometimes turn the questioning back on the interviewer, engaging in a kind of vetting 

process during an interview or before agreeing to participate at all. She writes: 

Many potential participants interviewed me before the actual interview to ensure 
that I was professionally competent to explore very sensitive aspects of their 
personal lives. These pre-interview conversations deepened my respect for 
informants and humbled me with the realization that my academic credentials 
were not a sufficient reason for these people to share their experiences of incest 
with me. (González-López 2011:452) 

González-López’s (2011) insight resonated during my own data collection process. It 

seemed that when my participants engaged in the process of interviewing the researcher, 
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part of what they were interested in doing is interrogating my professional competence 

beyond what is signified by an academic credential.  

Common questions participants asked included why I was interested in this topic, 

when they could read the study, and what the goal of my research was. At first, I was 

unprepared to answer these questions, but over the course of the study, I developed 

answers. I said honestly that I was interested in the topic because I had seen a wave of 

media coverage hyping the newfound presence of women in cannabis, and I wondered 

what women’s experiences were really like. I told them my goal was to learn more about 

the experiences and worldviews of women in cannabis, and that it would probably be a 

long time (several months or a year) before any sharable form of the study might be 

available.   

Additionally, my respondents sometimes asked questions or made comments that 

suggested they saw the two of us as occupying a similar social position or having similar 

personality characteristics. For instance, one common assumption my participants 

seemed to make is that I smoke cannabis myself. During one interview, a participant 

named Kelley stopped the recorder to ask me if I smoke. She went on to ask whether I’d 

like to pause the interview to smoke with her in that moment. What is interesting to me is 

the way she framed the question: She said, “You smoke, right?” instead of asking, “Do 

you smoke?” The framing of Kelley’s question indicates that she assumed I smoked, 

which made me to wonder what it was about me that had led her to this assumption. It 

seemed she “interviewed” me this way for several reasons other than to test my 

professional credentials. First, I think it is possible she suspected I might be a police 

officer. She might have figured that if I agreed to smoke with her, I was probably a 

civilian, and this might put her at ease. Second, Kelley might have wanted to get a sense 
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of my personality. The women I interviewed sometimes associated particular personality 

traits with smoking, such as assuming that smokers are more likely to be “chill,” relaxed, 

mellow, and open-minded rather than uptight, combative, or concerned with “political 

correctness.” Thus, Kelley might have figured that if I smoked, she could infer a number 

of characteristics about my experiences, personality, and demeanor that are commonly 

associated with people who smoke. Similarly, I believe Kelley might have asked me if I 

smoked because she wanted to gauge my understanding of cannabis culture. She had just 

begun telling a story which involved a litany of slang terms and references to the 

mechanics and norms of smoking, when suddenly she paused the story to ask, “You 

smoke, right?” Practically speaking, she might have wanted to get a rough idea of how 

much she needed to pause to explain things to me during the interview (e.g., when I use 

the phrase “dime sack,” will this sociologist know that I mean $10 worth of cannabis?).  

Like González-López (2011), I often experienced these moments as humbling—

who was I to be interviewing these women about cannabis? Also, because I am a new 

researcher, these moments sometimes made me feel insecure about my knowledge of the 

cannabis industry and the research process. I tried not to let this feeling inhibit my ability 

to probe respondents on their answers. I asked questions even when I suspected they 

might seem uninformed or reveal a lack of knowledge about the industry. Still, it is likely 

that I was not able to completely put these insecurities out of my mind. This dynamic 

between me and my respondents may have influenced the types of conversations we had. 

 

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS 

The research design of this study offers a number of benefits, but also poses 

limitations. First and most productively, this thesis focuses on exploring solely the 
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questions outlined above, which narrows and focuses the scope of its findings to how 

women cannabis professionals frame and discuss their experiences and perceptions of the 

legal cannabis industry.  

Second, the relatively small sample size of this study means that its findings 

cannot be generalized to all women cannabis professionals across the United States or in 

any one particular state. I interviewed women from a variety of states including Arizona, 

California, Colorado, Texas, Washington D.C., and Wisconsin, each of which has its own 

set of regulations and economic structures with respect to cannabis. Additionally, I 

neither interviewed several women from the same workplace nor conducted participant 

observation in individual workplaces. My empirical findings are therefore limited to how 

the individual women in my study described their experiences in their respective 

workplaces, as well as their personal attitudes toward legal cannabis in the United States 

more generally.  

Third, because the bulk of my data consists of personal narratives and 

experiences, I am also limited in my ability to assess the objective “truth” of what my 

respondents say. For a number of reasons, interview reports may not necessarily reflect 

what respondents actually do in everyday life (Jerolmack and Khan 2014). However, 

given the particular goals of this study, I do not consider this a detriment. As Allison 

Pugh (2013) points out, in-depth interviewing is an ideal method for revealing how 

people understand their own practices, views, and motivations. Regardless of the extent 

to which these understandings correspond to empirical reality, they are useful to analyze 

in their own right because they illuminate the social construction of the classifications 

and categories that shape individuals’ lives.  
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In keeping with the tenets of queer and postcolonial methods, therefore, this study 

aims to (1) deconstruct—or at least avoid reifying—these categories, (2) trace their 

genealogy, and (3) interrogate the claims to “truth” and “objectivity” that maintain the 

hegemony of these categories. I analyzed respondents’ interview narratives to learn how 

they construct, understand, and mobilize categories and classifications, not to weigh their 

“truthfulness” against a positivist metric of objectivity. Following postcolonial and queer 

theorists, I do not take for granted certain methodological assumptions about the notion 

of “objectivity” itself. Following standpoint and black feminist theorists, I posit that there 

is no such thing as a disembodied and universalized form of objectivity. “While social 

scientists strive for objectivity,” sociologist Aldon Morris implores, “they should 

understand that such strivings are tempered by who they are and what their material 

interests are” (2015:222). Therefore, I neither consider objectivity to be a fixed element 

of a scholarly identity (i.e., one is either objective or one is biased) nor as a prerequisite 

to undertaking a project. The fact that a regionally and economically diverse group of 

women drew on such similar narratives to make sense of their experiences shows how 

pervasive these discursive frames and logics are when it comes to cannabis. Certain 

processes identified in my findings (such as patterns in relational dynamics, shared 

discursive frames and logics, and so on) can further sociological theorizing about 

racializing and gendering in emerging labor markets. 

In the next chapter, I begin to unpack some of these dynamics, frames, and logics 

by examining how women who work in legal cannabis talk about the customers they 

serve and the products they sell. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE SOCIAL (RE)CONSTRUCTION OF 
CANNABIS 

As shown in previous chapters, what it means to be a drug user or distributor is 

socially constructed and contested. It is also true that drugs themselves are socially 

constructed—in other words, the way people talk about drugs contributes to how society 

understands the drug as a drug (Goode 2015). One way this happens is through political 

mandates and mass-media discourses that spur moral panics about drugs, or “drug scares” 

(Reinarman and Levin 1989, Reinarman 2015, Jensen and Gerber 1998). In this chapter, I 

will argue that the framings and logics that women who work in legal cannabis use to 

discuss products and consumers also contribute to social (re)constructions of the plant. 

As sociologist Erich Goode (2015) has pointed out, the material or “real” 

properties of a substance only partially explain its definition as a “drug.” He writes: 

Drugs can be defined by what they are and do—in a real-world biochemical and 
pharmacological sense—as well as what they are thought to do, including how the 
law defines them and the way they are depicted in the media, how they are 
socially constructed and conceptualized. (Goode 2015:101) 

Here, Goode (2015) makes a distinction between essentialist and constructionist 

definitions of drugs. The first part of this chapter briefly outlines the “material” (Goode 

2015:101) realities of cannabis associated with the former. In the second half, I focus on 

the latter, analyzing how socially constructed ideas of what cannabis is thought to do 

comes into being. Examining the social construction of cannabis in this particular 

moment sheds light on how the meanings or definitions of cannabis are shifting in the 

transition to legalization. Because my participants work in the cannabis industry, they are 

well-positioned to contribute to the discourse about what cannabis does, and therefore 

what cannabis is. So how do women in cannabis talk about cannabis, and what role does 
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this play in changing the socially constructed meanings associated with cannabis and its 

users?  

This chapter examines the discourses my participants use to talk about cannabis 

and cannabis users. I argue that these discourses are part of a broader social 

reconfiguration of the meaning of cannabis and cannabis users. I outline two 

(re)definition frames from my respondents which, on the surface, appear to challenge 

conceptions of cannabis and users as dangerous. First is the notion that cannabis is 

medicine and users are patients, and second is the idea that cannabis is a chic accessory 

and users are sophisticates. I assert that while these (re)definitions may appear to 

challenge the racist associations of cannabis with criminality and deviance, in some ways, 

they rely on the same white supremacist logics (e.g., the white/nonwhite binary). 

Historically, political and media discourses have constructed cannabis as a substance that 

is used primarily—and most problematically—by black people, Latinx people, poor 

people, and men (Alexander 2010, Hari 2015, Chasin 2016). By contrast, I argue that 

how my participants talk about the cannabis-related products they sell and the customers 

to whom they sell them reconstruct the “meaning” of cannabis as something that is 

socially acceptable to be used by people who are white, middle- and upper-class, and 

women. I argue that to do this, the women in my study construct (re)definitions that are 

ostensibly color-, class-, and gender-blind, but actually confer racialized, classed, and 

gendered meanings on cannabis and cannabis users that do little to destabilize white 

supremacist patriarchy in cannabis.  
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WHAT IS CANNABIS? 

Cannabis is a type of flowering plant that includes a number of different species, 

such as cannabis sativa and cannabis indica, two strains of the plant. Common synonyms 

for the plant include marijuana, weed, and pot, among others; however, as explained 

earlier, I refer to the plant as cannabis to avoid reifying the association of the drug with 

Latinx peoples (Short 2016). Historically, the cannabis plant has been used for a variety 

of purposes, most commonly for medicinal use and use as a recreational drug. In addition 

to medicinal and recreational purposes, cannabis is also grown specifically for hemp fiber 

or oil, which can be used for industrial production as paper, clothing, food, textiles, 

plastic, animal feed, and so on. Hemp is typically distinguished from cannabis because of 

its lower concentration of tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), the constituent of the cannabis 

plant that produces a psychoactive reaction, or “high.” By contrast, hemp has a higher 

concentration of cannabidiol (CBD), which reduces and sometimes removes these 

psychoactive effects completely. Many hemp-related products (e.g., hemp milk, cereals, 

protein powders, etc.) are thus commercially available for human consumption in 

mainstream supermarkets and health food stores. Such products have enjoyed particular 

popularity among those who practice vegan, vegetarian, and plant-based diets. 

From a legal standpoint, the psychoactive and non-intoxicating properties of THC 

and CBD, respectfully, make their distinction an important one. In the past several years, 

a slew of states passed CBD-only laws, which allow for the possession and use of CBD 

products for specific qualifying conditions while still banning products that contain high 

levels of THC (Summers 2017). Laws vary from state to state, with some making CBD 

oils and extracts available to customers in organic and health-food stores and others 

strictly regulating their use to patients with debilitating muscle or anxiety conditions. 
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Thus, although only 28 states had legalized cannabis for medical use as of October 2017, 

the non-intoxicating cannabinoid CBD is legally allowed in 44 states (Summer 2017). 

The remaining six states—Idaho, Indiana, Kansas, Nebraska, South Dakota, and West 

Virginia—consider all parts of the cannabis plant, including CBD, to be illegal. To be 

clear, so does the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA); like THC, CBD is still 

technically illegal under federal law. Furthermore, most states with CBD-only laws 

exclusively allow possession of the oil, not production or sale. This means that while 

registered patients can technically possess CBD within their states, they are not legally 

allowed to purchase it within the state. This overview of the differences between CBD 

and THC also helps explain how some of my participants are involved in the cannabis 

industry despite living in a state where cannabis is not legal. In the following sections, I 

examine how participants talk about products and customers in ways that reconfigure 

meanings associated with cannabis. 

 

CANNABIS AS MEDICINE, USERS AS PATIENTS 

The most common way in which my participants aimed to (re)define cannabis and 

its users was to describe it not as a recreational “drug,” but a medicine. In this sense, they 

also (re)define users not as “stoners” or “abusers,” but as patients. When cannabis is 

incorporated into medical discourse, it is construed as a substance that has a professional 

or medical-grade utility. This can alleviate the social stigma of use, casting those who use 

cannabis for medical reasons as patients who really “need” the medicine rather than 

addicts who are abusing a drug. A similar dynamic can be observed with respect to other 

substances. Heroin, for example, is widely considered dangerous for use as a recreational 

drug but is sometimes prescribed, in palliative care, as a pain-relieving medication under 
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the generic name diamorphine. It is possible that this frame was so common because 

most of my participants work in states where cannabis is only legal for medicinal use, and 

do not work in recreational retailers. However, even respondents who said they support 

both medical and recreational legalization still drew on medical discourses to justify their 

views on legalization.  

My participants constructed this argument in a few different ways. First, in order 

to cast cannabis as a medicine, they rejected framings from drug scares that scapegoated 

cannabis as a “dangerous” or “gateway” drug to blame for various social problems. 

Instead, they focused on how cannabis can actually provide a social good. Next, they 

construed users as patients who are suffering and genuinely need help from cannabis. 

This changes the meaning of users from active social “menaces” to passive victims of a 

flawed public health system, reconstituting them as people who need saving rather than 

as people who are actively perpetrating violence against society. 

 

Cannabis as Social Good, Not Social Ill 

All of my participants challenged the idea that cannabis is a dangerous or 

unhealthy social problem. In fact, many women argued that cannabis provides a good to 

society. These women asserted that cannabis can provide a social good by rhetorically 

characterizing it as a medicine instead of a drug. They did this by comparing the effects 

of cannabis to the effects of pharmaceuticals and by directly using words such as 

“medicine,” “treatment,” and “patients” to describe it.  

Furthermore, women often indicated that they saw cannabis as a safe, gentle, and 

medically effective alternative to pharmaceuticals, which they saw as a bigger threat to 

peoples’ health. For example, Kemah, a 24-year-old African American woman, relayed 
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how patients responded when she told them that cannabis was safe to use for medical 

purposes:  

People are like, “oh my god, are you kidding me? It’s like Advil? What? This 
whole time, I don’t have to take a pill, I can smoke something or eat something 
and feel better?” [They say], “Oh my god, I’m gonna give this to my grandma, oh 
my god, I’m gonna give this to my mom…” 

Here, Kemah said that she sees cannabis as medically analogous to Advil. She 

also pointed out that her patients see the plant as a potential alternative to pills or 

pharmaceuticals. In particular, the patient she described feels that cannabis is safe to 

share with their grandma or mom, painting a picture of cannabis as something a person 

could feel comfortable giving to a close loved one.  

Kelley, a 34-year-old white woman, also drew a comparison between cannabis 

and medicine in which she implied that cannabis provides the same benefits as other 

medications but without the downsides: 

I don’t even take Tylenol. Unless I’m just dying, I don’t take any of that shit. But 
I smoke, and I don’t see any problem with it. 

Here, like Kemah, Kelley compared the medical effects of cannabis to those of 

pill-form pharmaceuticals, but suggested that cannabis might be used in lieu of these 

more traditional forms of medication. These comparisons reconstruct cannabis as a safer, 

gentler alternative to pharmaceuticals that are already legal, challenging the narrative that 

cannabis is dangerous and addicting enough to be banned. 

Additionally, women contested the idea that cannabis is socially problematic by 

arguing that it is safer than federally legal substances that are addictive or unhealthy, but 

do not provide any medical benefit. Darcy, a 50-year-old white woman, said, “I can’t 

imagine any person knowing what—what this plant actually does to help people and how 

many worse things there are acceptable in our society that we wholeheartedly embrace, 
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like alcohol and cigarettes and sugar.” Here, Darcy shared the opinion that cannabis 

prohibition does not make sense in a society where alcohol, cigarettes, and sugar—which 

she described as “worse” than cannabis—are legal and socially acceptable to consume. 

In addition to being safer than legal pharmaceuticals and recreational drugs, some 

women also posited that cannabis is a more socially just alternative to exploitative health 

institutions. Kemah, for instance, contrasted the mission of her dispensary to what she 

sees as the mission of the pharmaceutical industry:  

Our focus is actually patient care. We’re not getting paid by the pharmaceutical 
industry to pump these pills into people and make them customers for life. We’re 
not doing that. 

In this quote, Kemah indicated that she sees pharmaceutical corporations as having bad 

intentions compared to her dispensary. Where she described the cannabis industry as 

focused on “patient care,” she described the pharmaceutical industry as focused on 

making money and garnering more customers. In this manner, she painted the 

pharmaceutical industry as fundamentally more exploitative than the cannabis industry, 

even though both are for-profit industries. As Jacquie, a 24-year-old white woman, put it, 

the social-justice draw of the cannabis industry would attract “anybody who cares about 

other human beings and them being—having this option available to them, people who 

truly see that cannabis is not a bad alternative to other medicines, um, people who just 

believe so hard in their heart and soul that this is good for the community and good for 

the world we live in, to help us advance and stay healthy.” 

In arguing that cannabis is actually a force for good in society, these women 

appear to reject narratives (à la Reefer Madness) that claim that the cannabis plant 

presents an intrinsically dangerous and corrupting force to the social order. However, 

while pushing back on moral panics about the cannabis plant, they do not challenge the 
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racist rationalizations presented by moral entrepreneurs (e.g., Harry J. Anslinger, Ronald 

Reagan) for why cannabis supposedly constituted a threat to society in the first place 

(Alexander 2010, Hari 2015, Chasin 2016). Instead, their understandings about the social 

“good” of cannabis elided the ways in which cannabis and the “typical pot user” have 

historically been racialized as black and brown. This gave the women in my study a way 

to talk about de-stigmatizing cannabis without having to talk explicitly about race (Foster 

2009). This way, they reconfigured racialized notions that dictate for whom cannabis is 

socially permissible without naming specific racial categories or outright equating de-

stigmatization with whitewashing. Rather than challenge the social construction of 

recreational drugs as dangerous, immoral, and mainly used by black and brown people, 

many of my respondents simply insisted that cannabis is not a drug.  

As Becker (1973) theorized, social meanings of deviance are continually 

contested through competing discourses on morality, which he calls moral enterprises. 

Women’s challenges to the stereotypes associated with cannabis and cannabis users 

constitute a competing moral enterprise that aims to frame cannabis as a social good 

rather than a social problem. However, these challenges are limited to the extent that they 

fail to challenge the white/nonwhite binary that undergirds the “drug felon” archetype. 

The following sections will unpack how the logics my participants deploy serve to 

reinforce—rather than challenge—some of the racist stereotypes associated with illegal 

drug users, even when they do not frame this rationalization in explicitly racial terms. 

 

Patients as Sympathetic Victims 

One strategy used by moral enterprises aimed at reforming U.S. cannabis policy is 

the construction of cannabis as a medical necessity for vulnerable populations of people. 
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Recent changes in state policies on cannabidiol (CBD) reflect the significance of public 

sympathies toward patients. States that allow CBD only (not THC) have stipulations in 

their policies that restrict CBD treatment to people who have certain qualifying health 

conditions. One of the most common afflictions that qualifies a person to receive CBD 

treatment is intractable epilepsy, and sometimes this is the only condition that is 

permitted (Summers 2017). Recent studies have shown that CBD can be effective in 

treating debilitating seizures, particularly among children. Mainstream media frame this 

finding as a miraculous innovation, with a focus on how it is particularly a saving grace 

for sick children (Abcarian 2017, Chen 2017, Scutti 2017). These narratives coincided 

with a wave of CBD-only exemptions in some of the most conservative states in the 

country (Paulsen 2017), perhaps demonstrating the cultural resonance of constructing 

patients as “vulnerable” or “victims.” A number of my participants drew on this frame. 

For example, Ann, a 48-year-old white woman, pointed out that cannabis is “making a 

fabulous impact on children with seizures, end-of-life care ease, all ages and, um, 

professional levels.” Here, Ann reasoned that cannabis should be legal because it is 

gentle or safe enough to be used as a treatment by vulnerable populations such as 

children and the elderly. This not only contributes to the framing of cannabis as a social 

good, but also pushes back on depictions of cannabis as dangerous by construing it as a 

gentler, safer alternative to pharmaceuticals.  

Many of my participants characterize cannabis legalization as a public health 

issue. By insisting on the social benefits of cannabis as a medicine, my participants are 

able to frame cannabis users as patients who have been victimized by social institutions 

(e.g., the public health system, faulty legalization laws, the pharmaceutical industrial 

complex). Lara, a 26-year-old Mexican woman, lamented: 
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It’s really hard in Arizona how patients aren’t allowed to grow in their homes. … 
Like yeah, we have access out here, but we can’t do it ourselves, which I think is 
a little bit hard, rough, and bad for patients. 

Here, Lara contested Arizona’s ban on home growing by saying that it makes life more 

difficult for patients. This challenges the idea that growing cannabis in one’s home is 

something that lazy stoners do, and reconfigures cannabis cultivation as something that 

patients who really need the medicine should be allowed to conduct in order to better 

their quality of life. Kemah similarly described cannabis users as patients who are denied 

the medicine they need:  

[Patients] just want pain relief. They don’t want to hurt anymore. … It’s really 
insane, Katie. Even to get—even to see us, you have to have a card [from the 
Department of Health]. …You have to wait for that card sometimes three weeks, 
sometimes two months, sometimes four months. So in that whole time, you 
cannot access us. You cannot access us. It’s pretty bad. It was pretty horrible. 

Statements like these characterized patients as people who are in pain and who are 

victimized by the compassionless bureaucracy involved in government health services. 

The flaw is not with cannabis, these arguments go, but with a public health system that 

wrongfully over-regulates the plant and systematically denies it to the people who need it.  

The argument that cannabis is medicine is sometimes mocked by those who imply 

that medical legalization is primarily a means of opening a loophole for recreational users 

to smoke legally. For example, a common joke is that when cannabis becomes legal for 

medical use, people in the area suddenly and coincidentally develop painful ailments, 

such as arthritis, that warrant a medical card (Harkinson 2010). However, none of my 

respondents played into this “wink-wink, nudge-nudge” insinuation that reduces medical 

cannabis advocacy to a Trojan Horse for recreational users. Instead, women sincerely 

insisted that their patients are “real” patients, and spoke about them with apparently 

genuine care and compassion. Thus, I do not believe they shared these sentiments with 
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me as lip service to further the medical cannabis movement. They seemed to honestly 

view medical cannabis as a matter of public health, and asserted that their patients had a 

right to access the most effective means of medication for treating their ailments. 

Still, good intentions do not necessarily detract from participation in racial 

projects. No matter how well-meaning, my respondents participate in re-constituting 

cannabis users from social “menaces” to sympathetic “victims” of flawed social 

institutions (e.g., the public health system, the criminal-legal system). This racial project 

mirrors others in drug discourses which construct whiteness, particularly by casting white 

drug users as “victims” of broader social forces. In a history of 1970s cannabis policies, 

such as the mandatory minimums built into the Rockefeller Drug Laws, Lassiter (2015) 

recounts how white suburban parents lobbied on behalf of white youth who, when the 

policy changed, abruptly began receiving lengthy prison sentences for low-level cannabis 

possessions. White suburban parents successfully demanded policy changes that 

exempted cannabis from the Rockefeller Drug Laws, resulting in the decriminalization—

in some areas—of low-level cannabis possession. Lassiter (2015) argues that this 

endeavor succeeded in part because the parents were able to portray their children not as 

drug felons, but as innocent victims of the organized narcotics trade.  

 Related findings come from Julie Netherland and Helena Hansen (2016, 2017) in 

a study of the contemporary opioid epidemic, which is widely seen as a “white” crisis 

(Lopez 2017a, 2017b). They examine systemic approaches to opioid abusers as a case 

study, showing “how American drug policy is racialized, using the lesser known lens of 

decriminalized White drugs” (2017:217) such as OxyContin® and Suboxone®. 

Netherland and Hansen (2017) argue that separate systems exist for defining and 

punishing drug use based on race, and that responses to white users are more clinical than 
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punitive, regarding drug abuse as a treatable, biomedical disease rather than an innate 

racial pathology. Ultimately, they argue that these different approaches perpetuate a 

white/nonwhite binary and do little to push back on punitive drug policies that regulate 

people of color who use drugs. 

Following Netherland and Hansen (2016, 2017) I suggest that the attempt to 

(re)define cannabis as a “medicine” and its users as sympathetic “patients” does little to 

challenge the idea that black and brown cannabis distributors and users are pathological 

felons who deserve to be incarcerated. Through this frame, my respondents make drug 

policy reform arguments that are couched in rhetoric about helping vulnerable 

populations without contesting the notion that black and brown “drug felons” are morally 

bankrupt and should be imprisoned. Rather than challenge the binary that positions 

nonwhites as criminalized and whites as decriminalized, my participants reinforce this 

binary by distancing their patients from the “stoner” stereotype, thus implicitly 

confirming it instead of complicating it or exposing its fallacies. Thus, this (re)definition 

makes it socially acceptable for white people to use cannabis without contesting the racist 

stereotype of the “drug felon.” 

 

CANNABIS AS ACCESSORY, USERS AS SOPHISTICATES  

In addition to the women who aim to (re)define cannabis and cannabis users 

based on medical discourses, this study also includes women who market their products 

to recreational users. I found that in describing their marketing strategies, some of these 

women drew on gendered, racialized, and classed images of idealized femininity. In 

doing so, they aimed to combat notions of cannabis as something that is coded as 
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masculine or low-class, rather than something that is socially acceptable for wealthy 

women to consume.  

Kelley is a 34-year-old, straight, upper-middle class white woman who, with 

financial assistance from her physician husband, recently launched what she described as 

a “luxe accessories retailer for the cannabis space.” She told me that she envisions 

finding a market for her products among women. Although she did not say so explicitly, 

the way she talked about her target consumer also invoked classed and racialized notions 

of ideal femininity. 

Kelley: But if I go to [retailer], because I want a new pipe, and I want 
something pretty, if you will, my choices are like, pink with glitter 
in it, or SpongeBob, or rainbow colors, or whatever. … 

Katie:  You want something more . . . 

Kelley: Classy. … If you’re a wine drinker, you want to drink out of a nice 
wine glass. If you’re a scotch drinker, you want to drink out of a 
nice crystal glass. If you’re a cigar aficionado, you’ve got it in a 
nice humidor. But if you’re a cannabis smoker, you’ve got 
SpongeBob? I mean, really. 

Kelley’s marketing scheme plays on discourses promulgated by mainstream 

media outlets—such as The New York Times and the fashion magazines Elle and Marie 

Claire—that profile wealthy women cannabis users. Pieces on “Stiletto Stoners” (Kohen 

2009) and “The Cannabis Queen of Beverly Hills” (Ross 2015) couch their subjects’ 

classed gender presentations in claims that they are challenging the status quo of what it 

means to be a cannabis user. I asked Kelley if she saw her business as playing a similar 

role in destigmatizing cannabis: 

Kelley: Yes! For sure. That was part of—when I got into it—yeah. 
Offering a viewpoint where it’s socially acceptable. … There’s a 
lot of companies right now that are really—that are making luxe 
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accessories and are trying to change the stigma associated with 
smoking. 

Katie: What do you think the perception is now that you’re trying to 
change? 

Kelley: That people who are smokers, um . . . [pause] are . . . [pause] like, 
have no work ethic. Don’t have jobs. Couch potatoes. … What 
people talk about is this stoner, the couch potato who has 
dreadlocks and sits by a black light and smokes and doesn’t work 
and munches all day. It’s just not what it is, you know? My eyes 
were opened when I went to my first cannabis convention. I’m 
sitting next to a rabbi, and then I’ve got lawyers, and I’ve got 
doctors, and I’ve got social workers, and I have all walks of life. 

Kelley drew on racialized markers in her description of the stereotypical cannabis user, 

which she described as someone who is lazy, has dreadlocks, and does not work. The 

idea that cannabis users are lazy and do not work hearkens back to Anslinger’s 

suggestion that cannabis encourages “lazy” Latinx immigrants to shirk their labor, and 

the reference to dreadlocks invokes hairstyles that are specifically worn among black 

people. Kelley pointed out that her marketing tactics aim to reach opposite populations—

people who have “classy” tastes (e.g., the doctors and lawyers she described), and people 

who appreciate products that are “pretty” rather than tacky (like a SpongeBob pipe).  

The racialized, classed, and gendered marketing tactics Kelley uses to reach her 

women consumers shore up ideas about the “correct” way to “do femininity.” Gender 

scholars in the symbolic interactionist tradition have challenged the notion that gender is 

a biological “essence” that individuals express in their everyday lives. Instead, they 

argue, gender is a social construction that individuals accomplish through day-to-day 

interactions (Butler 1999:43). Individuals continuously hold themselves and others 

accountable for “doing gender” (West and Zimmerman 1987) in ways that align with 

socially idealized expectations of how men and women are “supposed” to look, behave, 
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emote, and so on. Queer theorist Judith Butler (1999) builds on the interactionist 

approach to gender by contending that gender categories themselves do not exist without 

these accomplishments. The categories of “masculine” and “feminine” are created 

through repeated, compulsory “performances” that ultimately give these categories the 

illusion of naturalness. Queer theory thus dislocates gender from the body, conceiving of 

masculinity and femininity not as something that men and women do, respectively, but as 

a series of rituals, practices, and discourses employed by (and ascribed to) both men and 

women.  

In a patriarchal, heterosexist society, performances of femininity that align with 

heteronormative ideals of feminine attractiveness or charm can garner more “capital” 

(McCall 1992). Women whose gender performances effectively signal heterosexuality 

can sometimes attain a higher status than other women (Rich 1980, Butler 1990, McCall 

1992). Because notions of feminine beauty are also racialized and classed, certain women 

are more socially positioned to “do femininity” in a way that garners them status. Thus, 

the marketing tactics Kelley discussed shore up hegemonic ideas about the right way to 

“do femininity.” They also exemplify one way in which class and gender are co-

constituted through the marketing of consumer goods (McClintock 1995).  

Similar co-constructions of femininity and classed sophistication are put forth by 

Sofía, a 34-year-old, straight, middle-class Hispanic woman who owns an edibles 

company in the legal recreational market. When I asked about her target demographic, 

Sofía told me that she markets her edibles with women consumers in mind. Specifically, 

she told me that she aims to reach a demographic of striving, active, athletic women who 

want to be health-conscious: 
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I noticed that the market was dominated by candy and baked goods and I thought, 
well, what if I offer something that’s a little more on the healthier side of things? 
… I wanted to be the one to maybe offer products that were a little more attractive 
towards women. … I compare my [edibles line] to a glass of wine. You’re going 
to get a nice little buzz off a glass of wine, but it’s not going to take you over the 
edge. And so that’s why—that’s how this “lighter side” was born. 

When she talked about her consumers, Sofía drew an implicit contrast between the 

health-conscious, feminine “lifestyles” she aims to serve with lifestyles of “typical” or 

“stereotypical” stoners. Through framing their products as alternative and niche, Kelley 

and Sofía tacitly reified the idea that the default cannabis user is someone who would not 

want to use these products; in other words, the “classic stoner” is masculine, is too lazy to 

get a job, has a tasteless sense of fashion, doesn’t watch what they eat, and so on. She 

also mentioned that she is planning to start a line of CBD-infused cosmetics, which she 

hoped would also appeal to the middle-class women she is aiming to reach. 

Kelley and Sofía directly stated that their target consumers are women, and while 

they did not say so directly, their class-coded rhetoric (e.g., “classy”) implies that they are 

specifically trying to reach women from middle- or upper-middle-class locations. The 

marketing tactics that Kelley and Sofía use to reach middle- and upper-middle-class 

women shore up idealized forms of femininity as “sophisticated” and body-conscious, 

helping their consumers to access a level of attractiveness that conforms with standards 

of feminine beauty and feminine priorities. As feminist scholars have shown, women’s 

ability to access idealized femininity is deeply contingent on social class. Naomi Wolf 

(1991), for example, has pointed out that conforming to Western standards of beauty 

requires femme women to invest substantial amounts of time and money (e.g., for 

exercise, makeup, clothing, and salons). Put simply, women who have more money can 

more easily achieve gendered expectations of beauty. By neglecting to consider women’s 

experiences from an intersectional perspective, some of the women I interviewed 
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reinforced a monolithic ideal image for women cannabis users. Instead of subverting the 

idea that there ought to be idealized expectations for socially acceptable cannabis use, 

these marketing discourses do the work of reconfiguring cannabis as something that 

wealthy women can consume without jeopardizing the power they incur from classed 

embodiments of femininity. 

The following chapter continues to examine how women in legal cannabis 

“change the face” of cannabis by pushing back against what they see as stereotypical 

representations of cannabis users and distributors.
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CHAPTER FIVE: POT COMES OUT OF THE CLOSET 

This chapter asks how women in legal cannabis talk about their work experiences, 

including their pathways into the industry and their attitudes toward their co-workers. 

Specifically, I explore how they define “professionalism” in the context of cannabis, and 

ask whether they felt ashamed, guilty, or stereotyped when entering the industry. By 

examining the answers to these questions, this chapter analyzes how women in cannabis 

shape what it means to be someone who works in the industry in this historical moment 

(i.e., during the process of legalization). This chapter proceeds in two sections. First, I 

analyze my participants’ definitions of professionalism and legitimacy in the context of 

cannabis, which they contrast with stereotypical ideas about illicit dealers and “stoners.” 

Next, I share stories from my respondents about their pathways into the industry. I show 

that where some women reported feeling supported and empowered during their entrée 

into cannabis, others felt anxiety about “coming out” as working in cannabis. 

 

CHANGING THE FACE OF CANNABIS: DISCOURSES OF PROFESSIONALISM 

Ann is a 48-year-old white woman who founded a cannabis consulting company 

that offers professional development services to other companies in the industry. She 

spoke proudly about the success she has managed to achieve in the industry, including 

work with organizations that aim to help women network with other women. She also 

said that she believes “the typical cannabis user, the ‘face of,’ is absolutely changing,” 

elaborating that “there is more diversity” in what the face of the cannabis user looks like. 

However, when I asked her about her experiences as a woman in the industry, she was 

quick to assert that her gender does not define her experience in cannabis: 
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I’ve been asked that before. Like, “what’s it like to be a woman in the industry.” 
I’m like, just ask me what it’s like to be an entrepreneur in this industry. By the 
way, I happen to be a female. But I—I’m not aware of that being an impact on 
how I have maneuvered through this industry.   

Here, Ann mobilized apparently neutral (i.e., gender-, class-, and race-blind) 

logics to assert herself as someone who “belongs” in the cannabis industry because of her 

merit. In claiming that her gender has not been an impact on her success, Ann 

disregarded the idea that gender may play a role in one’s ability to succeed in cannabis. 

Furthermore, by stressing that she is not a woman, but an entrepreneur, Ann made a claim 

to identifying as an entrepreneur in a genderless way, implying that “entrepreneur” is a 

genderless category.  

Ann was not the only woman I spoke with who made such a claim. A number of 

women in the study posited that gender and race did not matter make it more difficult to 

work in cannabis, or that gender and race did not shape their work experiences at all. 

Sociologists of gender have observed that it is sometimes difficult for people to reflect on 

how gender matters in their lives, particularly in a society that values the ideals of 

meritocracy and individualism like the United States. However, while participants may 

struggle to talk about how gender matters in overt terms, interviews can allow them to 

tacitly reveal ways in which gender really does matter in their lives (Harris and Giuffre 

2015). Additionally, as previously noted, it can be difficult for people in privileged racial 

positions, such as white people, to experience their own identities as identities because 

they do not encounter corresponding structural inequalities. Therefore, whiteness goes 

seemingly “invisible” (Lipsitz 2006).  

In keeping with these observations, I conducted a close analysis of how my 

participants say what they say about professionalism in addition to the content of what 

they say. I found that for my participants, putting forth particular definitions of 
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professionalism was an important part of contesting ideas about the legitimacy of having 

a career in cannabis. In other words, declaring that the industry is filled with 

professionals was one way of asserting that working in cannabis should be considered 

meaningful, legal, normal, and above-board labor. Furthermore, though, I found that in 

trying to frame their work and the industry as increasingly legitimate (i.e., coming “out of 

the shadows”), some women espoused racialized, classed, and gendered definitions of 

professionalism. These definitions may limit which types of bodies allow women in 

cannabis to access the professional label, and suggest that Ann’s ability to claim a more 

neutral embodiment as a cannabis professional may not be equally available to all women 

in cannabis. 

Additionally, several women suggested that because most cannabis businesses are 

relatively young and legally precarious, everyone who works in cannabis should unite 

around an all-in-this-together approach toward advancing the industry. For instance, Ann 

said, “There’s an opportunity for everybody to further the professionalism of this 

industry.” However, such rhetoric can universalize and flatten the diversity of challenges 

that women face in cannabis, even if they are all, in some ways, on the fringes of the 

industry. Sociologists have stressed that even socially marginalized or stigmatized groups 

whose members see them selves as “progressive” or “nontraditional” are still immersed 

within the larger systems of patriarchy, white supremacy, and heteronormativity. For 

example, Lauraine Leblanc’s (1999) study of youth punk subcultures shows the intricate 

and complex dynamics of resistance for teenage girls who play with and push back on 

gender norms. Leblanc (1999) describes an interaction with one of her participants, a 

teenage girl in the punk scene: 
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Like me, she felt troubled about the male-dominated gender dynamics in the punk 
subculture, a subculture that portrays itself as being egalitarian, and even feminist, 
but is actually far from being either. … It is this paradox that led me to this 
research: on the one hand, punk gave us both a place to protest all manner of 
constraints; on the other, the subculture put many of the same pressures on us as 
girls as did the mainstream culture we strove to oppose. (Leblanc 1999:6).  

To some extent, the teenage girls in the punk subculture resist patriarchy by subverting 

prevailing expressions of femininity. However, they still face harassment and abuse from 

the teenage boys within punk subculture, despite its reputation for being edgy, rebellious, 

and “feminist.”   

Insights like Leblanc’s (1999) are important to consider in light of perceptions 

that the cannabis plant and the cannabis industry are fundamentally countercultural, 

radical, or subversive. Many of my participants were quick to claim that the cannabis 

industry is “for everyone” and that “stoner bro” culture of the industry has largely faded. 

By way of evidence, several women talked about the decline of the “pot-leaf bikini babe” 

or “booth babe,” a beautiful woman in a scantily-clad outfit (archetypically a string bikini 

with pot-leaf bra cups) meant to use sex appeal to advertise and sell cannabis products at 

expos and dispensaries. For example, Jan, a 42-year-old white woman, explained that 

women attendees at a conference in her state were “offended” by the use of sex to sell 

cannabis, and lobbied against it: 

Katie: You mentioned that you had the sense that the sexism in 
[conference and expo] arenas had gotten better over time—would 
you mind saying more about that? 

Jan: The first year [at Canna Con], they had, you know, bud babes, 
bikini babes, and this was the first time—a lot of the, uh, the 
women as individuals, you know, were offended by it. I mean, I 
was offended. And they basically complained to the event 
producers and said, “You need to get rid of the—stop allowing 
women wearing bikinis to sell products and promote things.” Like, 
this is offensive. And so they changed that between the first year 
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and the next year. And they actually had some pretty harsh 
penalties where if there was any company that had women scantily 
dressed, that they would be ejected from the event. Like, they 
would not be allowed to set up at all. They would have to leave. 

Jan referenced the decline of the “bikini babe” as evidence that the cannabis industry has 

gotten progressively less gendered and increasingly professionalized. She was not the 

only woman to speak to this theme. Ann also claimed that the decline in “booth babe” 

culture showed that sexism was particularly frowned upon in the cannabis industry: 

It’s called out more quickly and readily in this industry, and that’s great. So in the 
early days of conferences and expos, if you imagine like a car show, there’s 
models standing by every vehicle? So in the early days, there might have been 
what were called “booth babes,” of like, very attractive women, in a booth, at a 
trade show. And there were many, uh, leaders in the industry, in the cannabis 
industry, that were like, “not appropriate.” 

Similarly, Lara, a 26-year-old Mexican woman who works as a cultivator, said, “I 

wish people would kind of get past the whole, you know, girls-in-bikinis-standing-

outside-my-booth kind of thing. I think it reflects badly on the company. … You don’t 

have to use naked girls and sex.” Statements like these contend that there are there is no 

context in the cannabis space in which it is considered professionally appropriate to wear 

a bikini. Women interpreted the increasing stigmatization of the “booth babe” as 

evidence that the norms of the cannabis industry have shifted—where it was once 

considered normal and acceptable to wear a bikini at a convention, they said, overt 

expressions of sexuality are increasingly impermissible in the convention environment. 

When I asked what these conventions were like today, as opposed to during the “booth 

babe” era, many women described them simply as “professional.”  

Despite claims that sexism has eroded and that “professionalism” in cannabis is 

now defined as gender- and sexuality-neutral, many women nevertheless discussed ways 

in which their workplaces—and the industry—are structured by gender and sexuality. 
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Specifically, they indicated that cannabis culture is hyper-sexualized in a way that 

valorizes heterosexual masculinity. The centrality of hetero-masculinity to systems of 

power and control is apparent in a variety of work-related operations, leading to different 

expressions of sexual violence in the cannabis workplace. My participants described two 

ways by which sexism manifests in workplace interactions. These included 1) the use of 

everyday language that sexually objectifies women and 2) the reproduction of 

discriminatory forms of privilege for white, heterosexual, cisgender women, especially 

those considered conventionally attractive according to prevailing (i.e., racist and sexist) 

standards of beauty. This latter dynamic, while conferring privileges on certain types of 

women, can also be oppressive. 

One example of this is presented by Amelia, a 29-year-old white woman, who 

works as a brand ambassador for two different cannabis retailers in the industry. She 

compared her role to that of “race car girls,” which she described thusly: 

Amelia:  So I can kind of compare it to, uh, race cars. You know, they’ve 
got the race car girls that are laid out on the top of the car. They’re 
the “girl” for that particular—whatever. … I’ve heard some little 
jokes about, “oh, the product girl,” or you know, a patient, a male 
patient, comes up and says, “Oh, you’re so pretty, I’m so glad that 
they put you as the face of the brand.” Um, so yeah. Some of that.    

Katie:   I see. So is—is it almost like modeling? 

Amelia:  Well, not—not officially. And I don’t think that anybody—any 
company would tell you that they’re only going to hire pretty—
pretty girls for their—you know, to be their brand ambassador. But 
I think that there’s that underlying, um—underlying thing. You 
know, they want you to be clean-cut—the way they’re going to 
phrase it is “we hire clean-cut, professional-looking people.” 
They’re not going to say, “We only hire women for the role.” 



 

81 
 

Here, Amelia outlined what appear to be similarities between her role as a brand 

ambassador and the stereotype of the “booth babe.” Both roles involve women 

performing an idealized form of heterosexual femininity in order to promote products. 

Amelia even used the same car-show metaphor to describe brand ambassadors as Ann 

used to describe “booth babes.” However, whereas Amelia characterized the implicitly 

sexualized role of the brand ambassador as professional, the “booth babe” is an explicitly 

sexualized job which is considered unprofessional and even regressive for feminist 

politics in the industry. This suggests that sexuality is not necessarily declining as a 

structuring factor in the industry, but that what is considered an acceptable or valued 

performance of sexuality has changed. Amelia illustrated this distinction later in the 

interview in a conversation about “flirting” on the job. 

Amelia: It’s not been ever, like, formally suggested that I use flirtation in 
some of my methods. But I guess I originally saw, you know, I saw 
the account manager, who I was working for, I saw her doing that 
to a certain extent. So I picked up some of that from her. … I don’t 
think that the brands—you know, if I were to tell them that I do 
this, I don’t think they would be surprised. I don’t think that they 
would tell me to stop.  

Katie:  They wouldn’t tell you it’s unprofessional? 

Amelia: [laughs] I don’t think so. No, I don’t think so, because a lot of 
people—[pause] I’ll try to be specific. I think a lot of saleswomen 
know how to use their sexual charm in an appropriate way, right, 
to connect with people, to build rapport. 

Amelia went on to add that she believes there is something specific about the fact that she 

is selling cannabis-related products—that they are already seen as “naughty”—that make 

it “more of a fit with cannabis” to take a “sex sells” approach. Thus, although 

professional work in cannabis might be seen as more gender- and sexuality-neutral than 

in the past, Amelia’s reflections reveal ways in which the cannabis industry is still a 
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hyper-sexualized environment designed to cater to hetero-masculine men, and how 

definitions of “professionalism” are gendered and sexualized.  

Another example of the way in which cannabis workplaces valorize hetero-

masculinity came from Mia, a 31-year-old white Filipina woman, who described the 

culture of cannabis as a “bro culture”:  

The culture, you touched on it before, is very bro-ish. So, you know, big nugs 
equal big dicks. It’s completely egotistical, especially when you get over the 
cultivation side of things. … We joke around, but it’s very, um—you know, “I 
grow big nugs” or “big buds,” or “the best” or “the most.” It’s very size—uh, 
centric. … Big dick talk, is what I call it. [laughs] 

By characterizing the culture of cannabis as “bro-ish” and “size-centric,” Mia hinted at 

how the typical worker in cannabis is assumed to be a man, and how masculinity in 

cannabis is defined through domination and control. Raewyn Connell (1995, 2005) 

conceptualizes this dynamic as central to hegemonic masculinity, or the set of discourses 

and expectations associated with manhood that legitimate male domination in a given 

time and place.  She clarifies:  

“Hegemonic masculinity” is not a fixed character type, always and everywhere 
the same. It is, rather, the masculinity that occupies the hegemonic position in a 
given pattern of gender relations, a position always contestable. (2005:76)  

In other words, the characteristics ascribed to hegemonic masculinity vary depending on 

the historical period and cultural context, and part of performing masculinity involves 

competing for the top positions in the gender order. In the cannabis industry, men rely on 

control and harassment, not only to compete with one another for dominant positions, but 

also to covertly remind women that the cannabis industry is not their territory. These 

behaviors align with what Rebecca J. Haines, Joy L. Johnson, Connie I. Carter, and 

Kamal Arora (2009) call “dominant stoner masculinity,” in which competence, coded as 
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masculine, is policed through gendered discourse. Displays of competence in cannabis, 

such as growing “big nugs,” are typically considered the domain of the masculine, with 

incompetence conferred to the realm of the feminine. Studies on gender dynamics among 

cannabis smokers have shown that men sometimes dismiss women as acting “silly,” 

“giggly,” or “retarded” when they are high in ways that men, given their superior 

competence and self-control, are able to avoid (Warner, Weber, and Albanes 1999; 

Haines, Poland, and Johnson 2008; Haines, Johnson, Carter, and Arora 2009). 

This is not to reify the idea that male-bodied people are not the only ones who can 

perform “dominant stoner masculinity.” Gender scholars such as J. Jack Halberstam 

(1998) have argued that female-bodied women can and do perform masculinity. Mia 

went on to say she participates in this herself. Specifically, she suggested that her social 

position as a bisexual woman made it easier for her to relate to her male co-workers: 

I think it is—as a female, actually, it is easier for me to make those—and slip in, 
as kind of a bro or one of the guys, because I also date females. I can identify with 
a lot of that, um, sexual—sexuality of being a heterosexual male. …So we’ll 
allude to having to go “work with the girls,” or “get your hands on the girls,” or 
“make sure to play with them,” and just continue to go, you know—anything is 
pretty much fair game. … You know, “so-and-so watered the girls down, they get 
super wet whenever you—” Very sexual in nature. 

Here, Mia indicated that the default, disembodied worker is not only gendered, but also 

sexualized. Mia said she establishes rapport with her men co-workers by participating in 

a joking camaraderie about having sex with women. In other words, Mia felt that her 

bisexuality uniquely positioned her to participate in “dominant stoner masculinity,” in 

which she could swap innuendo with her co-workers in ways which assured her that she 

“belonged” in cannabis.  
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Nevertheless, Mia expressed some ambivalence about this method of belonging. 

By saying she could act like “one of the guys,” she hinted that her sense of “fitting” in 

cannabis was contingent, to a degree, on her ability to be seen as masculine. She told a 

story later in the interview that highlighted the limitations of this approach: 

We had one time when we were having a—what do you call it? A walk-through, a 
tour, with some potential investors. … [And my director] said something about 
how, like, “we only have pretty women [working here],” or um, just something of 
that nature. I can’t exactly remember, but it was kind of shocking, but it was also 
like—because it just seemed so fluid! … This was like, in our workplace, right? 
And it sounded like something that was only, you know—that I would have heard 
in a cigar bar. … And that was the only reason why he felt that comfortable, was 
because of who they were. Their entire group was men. … It was just all, you 
know, heterosexual male, locker-room style talk. … It just came off his tongue so 
quickly. 

Mia’s recounting of her boss’s behavior demonstrates the difficulty women face in a 

masculine organization such as a cannabis workplace, as well as the restrictions of the 

“one of the guys” paradigm. Mia said she sometimes felt like “one of the guys,” 

particularly when she joked around with her co-workers about objectifying women. 

However, when her boss made objectifying comments about her rather than with her, Mia 

was reminded that that she could never completely be seen as just one of the guys. This is 

in keeping with what other gender scholars have observed about women who perform 

masculinity as a way to cope with social spaces traditionally dominated by men, 

including high school girls (Pascoe 2007), women in the military (Enloe 2000), and 

women chefs (Harris and Giuffre 2015). While women may enjoy some of the rewards of 

investing in hegemonic masculinity at the expense of other women, they participate in 

reproducing systems of male domination that marginalize and oppress women writ large. 

Furthermore, as Cynthia Enloe (2000) observes in her research on women in the military, 

women’s cooperation with institutional operations are necessary to the functioning of the 
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institution; yet, at the same time, women are marginalized by those very operations. This 

makes women complicit in their own domination, and can be particularly difficult for 

women to resist in a time when, as Enloe points out, “the newest maneuver has been to 

camouflage women’s service to the military as women’s liberation” (2000:45). So too is 

the case with cannabis, with pressure mounting for women to “break the grass ceiling” 

and smash patriarchy in the industry by virtue of their participation in it. 

Although Mia’s workplace may permit gender fluidity to the extent that some 

female-bodied women can perform masculinity through objectifying other women, those 

same female-bodied women can then be reduced to their bodies by the men with whom 

they shared this masculine camaraderie. This demarcates the gendered boundaries of the 

cannabis industry by reinforcing the assumption that the default cannabis worker (i.e., the 

type of person who most “belongs” in cannabis) is a man. Some women explicitly used 

terms like “sexist” and “boys’ club” to describe the cannabis industry. However, even 

women such as Mia, who did not explicitly describe their workplaces as “sexist” 

environments, hinted at ways by which gender structures the world of cannabis.  

Based on how my respondents discussed notions of professionalism and what 

makes an employee a good coworker, it appears that the meaning of what makes a good 

cannabis worker is racialized and classed as well as gendered, pointing to a cultural 

hegemony of white patriarchy in cannabis. Specifically, a number of respondents drew on 

classed and racialized signifiers to distinguish the illicit cannabis trade from the new, 

“professionalized” cannabis industry. Whitney, a 29-year-old white women who works as 

a cannabis blogger and Instagram influencer, exemplified how cannabis is sometimes 

considered inherently unprofessional from a classed standpoint:   
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Especially while I was waitressing, because where I worked, I had to wear a long-
sleeved white shirt and a tie, so I looked very professional. [laughs] So then when 
people found out that I smoked all day, they would be like, “Wow, you don’t look 
like a cannabis user.” 

Whitney’s comment illustrates two things. First, it shows how standard definitions 

of what it means to “professional” are signaled through classed markers (white shirt and 

tie), and second, it shows how these definitions of professionalism have traditionally been 

considered antithetical to cannabis and cannabis users. Similarly, Natalia, a 35-year-old 

woman who identified as half-white and half-Hispanic, had this to say about shifting 

definitions of professionalism associated with legal cannabis:  

You’ve got to think: this industry was underground for so long. So some of these 
people that are in the industry have been in it since the beginning. So they were 
the underground people, and now they’re trying to be professional. So kudos to 
them, right? Like, let’s give them a chance and a try and—you know, like, hey, 
they were only doing it underground to support their family and that was the only 
way it could be . . . had, you know? So wherever their story is coming from, 
whatever. You know? Everyone should get a chance in this industry. 

Though Natalia does not make explicit reference to race, the phrase “underground 

people,” which refers to cannabis distributors who operate(d) in the illicit market, cannot 

help but evoke racialized imagery of the “drug felon” associated with the illegal cannabis 

trade. Her us versus them framing—“let’s give them a chance”—reinstates a racialized 

legitimate versus illicit binary between legal cannabis professionals and illicit cannabis 

distributors. Furthermore, her statement that people who once dealt in the illicit market 

are now “trying to be professional” implies that they are somehow fundamentally less 

professional than people who were never involved in the illicit market in the first place. 

This framing is interesting because it is not clear how Natalia is defining 

“professionalism.” For instance, one might imagine a metric for “professionalism” that 

involves years of experience with cultivating, processing, and distributing cannabis. By 
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this definition, the most professional cannabis workers in the country would be the ones 

with the most experience, or the ones who have been dealing with cannabis for the 

longest period of time. However, this is clearly not the metric for “professionalism” that 

Natalia uses, because she has less than one year of experience working in cannabis 

herself. Natalia’s comment draws on a benevolently racist frame that paints relatively 

unexperienced legal cannabis professionals as doing some kind of favor to veteran 

cannabis distributors by giving them “a chance.” In a different frame, one might argue 

that it is actually those who Natalia calls “underground people” who are in a position to 

industry newcomers “a chance.” This frames illicit or previously illicit distributors as 

more inherently “unprofessional” by virtue of their work in the “underground” market. 

Another common type of racial signifier that women used to draw a line between 

illicit markets and the legal market had to do with physical markers of difference. 

Specifically, a few women mentioned dreadlocks as a specific representation associated 

with “old stereotypes” of cannabis users and distributors. Here, Amelia defines “clean 

cut” and “professional” in opposition to a presentation of self that involves dreadlocks: 

Just today the new brand that I’m working with said, “we’re not gonna hire—” 
You know, “we hire clean-cut people as the brand ambassadors.” And they—they 
said, “we’re not going to be hiring the super hippie, dreads to represent our brand, 
because it’s just not a fit with our brand.” … They’re looking for the clean-cut, 
professional brand ambassador to be able to relate to their clients, to their patients, 
who are clean-cut professionals that are able to buy these higher-end products. 

In saying that dreadlocks are not “a fit” with the brands, the companies for which Amelia 

works participate in shaping which types of bodies “fit” with the “changing face” of high-

end, legal cannabis. Thus, rather than expanding definitions of cannabis distributors to 

include a range of hairstyles as well as dreadlocks, some women constructed the “new 

face” of cannabis by rejecting purportedly unprofessional (e.g., classed, racialized) styles 
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of self presentation. In her role as a brand ambassador, Amelia is meant to serve as “the 

face of the brand.” By publicly representing these brands and their products in 

dispensaries, Amelia plays a role in constructing the image of what a “legitimate” 

cannabis distributor and consumer can potentially look like. Therefore, while she 

discussed the qualifications needed for her role as ostensibly neutral, using terms such as 

“clean cut” and “professional,” Amelia’s reference to dreadlocks as “unprofessional” 

hinted at the implicitly gendered, classed, and racialized criteria by which she was hired 

as a brand ambassador. 

In this sense, Amelia’s comments revealed how race and gender intersect to co-

construct an idealized form of cannabis “professionalism.” In keeping with 

intersectionality theorists (Crenshaw 1991, Collins 2009), it is important to acknowledge 

that while patriarchy is oppressive to all women, it is not oppressive to all women equally 

or in the same ways (hooks 1981, 1984). In particular, women who are able to adhere to 

notions of “ideal femininity” (i.e., women who are white, straight, and middle- or upper-

class) can sometimes move more easily in white supremacist patriarchal spaces than 

women whose bodies do not “fit” this expectation (Puwar 2004). Sometimes, being a 

woman who can “trade on heterosexuality” (Hamilton 2007) can even come with 

advantages in cannabis. As previously noted, Amelia suspected that her looks were at 

least one component of the reason why she was hired as a brand ambassador, even if this 

was never explicitly stated. Similarly, Jacquie suggested that her physical appearance 

might have helped get her hired at a cannabis dispensary:  

Jacquie: So I just kind of inquired about a job, and the lady’s response was 
kind of funny. It was, “well, you have to just be cute, and smoke 
bud,” and I was like well, I do both of those things. So I applied for 
a job there, um, kind of on a whim. And the interview went really 
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well and I got it. … I just kind of inquired about like, what would 
you need to be—what would be required to work in a dispensary?  

Katie:  And so she said the requirements were “be cute and smoke bud”? 

Jacquie:  [laughs] Yeah. 

These idealized embodiments for women in cannabis hearken back to Mia’s 

anecdote about the within-earshot comments her boss made to a group of men investors 

about the attractiveness of the women who work in his business. When I asked Mia what 

offended her about hearing her boss speak this way, she said, “I remember being 

offended by it because it was associating, you know, women and a need for a type of 

look, or attractiveness, to be able to work in the industry.” In other words, comments like 

these imply that the ideal woman cannabis professional is someone who embodies the 

ideals of a particular brand of heterosexual femininity, or femininity that appeals to 

heterosexual men. Connell (1987) conceives of women who conform to these ideals as 

ritually enacting their own subordinate positions in the gender order, which she describes 

as performances of “emphasized femininity.” 

This is not meant to disregard or diminish women’s experiences of sexism or 

gendered harassment in the industry. Gendered and sexualized definitions of 

professionalism can be difficult for women to navigate, even for those whose gender 

performances do align with the norms of the industry. Frequently, these dilemmas arise 

when women have to navigate their relationships with men in the industry. For example, 

Amelia relayed a story about a time where a security officer at the dispensary asked for 

her number while she was working a demo. She told me: 

I gave him my phone number because I felt like it would be wrong or 
unprofessional of me not to. I was thinking about, jeez, how do I represent this—
how do I represent the brand, the company that I’m working for? I just gave the 
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dude my number, although I’m not interested in him, because I didn’t want to be 
rude. 

The pressure Amelia felt to give a man her number to assuage her anxieties about 

seeming “unprofessional” indicates the double-edged sword of “trading on 

heterosexuality” (Hamilton 2007) in the workplace. All women are oppressed in 

patriarchal systems, and the male-gaze reduction of women to their physical appearance 

is part of that oppression. Still, examining the diversity of women’s experiences in 

cannabis reveal how access to idealized femininity and the ability to “trade on” 

heterosexuality can confer advantages to straight white women that may be less available 

to queer women or women of color.  

This section has unpacked conversations I had with participants about 

professionalism and legitimacy in cannabis. The work of scholars like Acker (1990) and 

Wingfield (2010) is useful for understanding how my respondents talked about 

professionalism and “good” workers in the industry. To understand how race and gender 

inform women’s workplace experiences in cannabis, it is important to investigate the 

image of the abstract cannabis professional, including the extent to which definitions of 

“professionalism” and “legitimacy” code this worker as a middle-class, straight, white 

man. Many of the women in my study claim that they are “changing the face” of the 

cannabis industry, often simply by virtue of their participation in it. When I asked Ann 

whether she thought the “typical” cannabis user was changing, she said:  

I totally believe that the typical cannabis user, the “face of,” is absolutely 
changing. And there is more diversity in that. Any of the old stereotypes or 
stigmas may still exist for some people, and the more people that “come out of the 
closet” or showing their green or whatever that is, changes their perspective and 
the image of a typical user. 
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Ann seemed to make the point that representations of cannabis users and distributors are 

changing in a way that expands the diversity of actors in the industry, making space for 

women, for example, where there hadn’t previously been. However, if the boundaries 

delineating who “belongs” in cannabis were really expanding, it seems the definition of 

professionalism would be expanded to accommodate more embodiments, not 

reconfigured to delineate new, but no less narrow, boundaries. The following section 

considers the extent to which definitions of “legitimacy” and “professionalism” in 

cannabis are being reconfigured along classed and racial lines rather than expanded by 

examining women’s different pathways into the industry. 

 

SHAME, ANXIETY, AND GUILT ON THE CANNABIS CAREER PATH 

This section focuses on how women talk about their entrée into the cannabis 

industry. Because of the historical stigmas associated with working in proximity to 

cannabis, I anticipated that my participants might describe their pathways into the 

industry as marred by social anxiety, assumptions, and judgment. I wondered whether 

they might have involved difficult conversations with family, friends, and past co-

workers, in which women had to “confess” (Foucault 1978) their decision to enter the 

industry and brace for the blowback. I thought they might describe a “coming out of the 

closet” experience in which they felt compelled to declare their choice to work in 

cannabis to people in their lives, similarly to how queer people are expected to confess 

their “deviant” identities to the people in their lives (Sedgwick 1990, Connell 2015).  

While I expected that many or all of my respondents would describe some sort of 

stigma associated with working in cannabis, most described the transition to the cannabis 

industry as very smooth. However, in taking stock of these responses, it is important to 
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consider that my sample is comprised mostly of white women. When contrasted with 

responses from women of color, white women’s smooth transitions into cannabis suggest 

that women whose bodies conform with idealized presentations of whiteness, classed 

femininity, and heterosexuality may have an easier experience transitioning into 

cannabis. Instead of feeling stigmatized or judged by friends and family for making the 

decision to work in cannabis, white women mainly shared stories about being praised for 

their entrepreneurial spirit and business acumen. Ann, for example, said she experienced 

generally positive reactions to her career decision: 

“Good for you,” “what is that? tell me more,” “wow, that’s great, good choice.” 
People reach out to me wanting to get into the industry. I have never met anyone 
who was like, “I can’t believe you’re doing that, you’re—” Nothing disparaging 
has ever been said to me. 

Similarly, when I asked Darcy, a 50-year-old white woman, how people responded to her 

decision to work in cannabis, she had this to say:  

Everybody that knew my husband and I knew that we were already involved in 
our communities and well-respected and have kids and, you know, so they all 
kind of were very supportive, thinking that if anybody was going to do it, we’d be 
doing it the best way. I didn’t experience much backlash. I think there was an 
early article written up about my dispensary once in like, the local newspaper, and 
I know in one of the comments, someone called me a drug dealer. But—
[laughs]—no one ever did that to my face or anything. I was always very open 
about it. 

Here, Ann and Darcy pointed out that they received little to no backlash or feelings of 

anxiety or stigma when they entered the cannabis industry. Again, however, it is 

important to note that both Ann and Darcy are older, educated white women with who 

had successful careers prior to switching to cannabis. In addition to her class privilege, 

Darcy outlined a number of reasons for her relatively smooth transition into cannabis, 

including her perceived entrepreneurial skill, her respectability as a mother, and her 
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reputation for being a steward in her community. These components all conferred a sense 

of legitimacy on her decision to move out of a financially lucrative profession and into a 

job as a cannabis consultant—that, as she says, “if anybody was going to do it, [Darcy 

would] be doing it in the best way.” It appears that these markers of respectability 

operated as mitigating factors for stigma, allowing Darcy to feel comfortable being “very 

open” about her involvement in cannabis.  

Similarly, Amelia said that the typical response she receives about being in 

cannabis is positive, with people commenting on how “cool” it is that she is working in 

an industry that is “only growing.” Like Darcy and Ann, she is completely open about her 

job and does not feel shame, stigma, or anxiety about it. When I asked whether she 

worried about what would happen when she first told her friends and family, Amelia 

said: 

I’ve had people kind of joke with me, like, “oh, you’re a legal drug dealer now, 
huh?” But I’ve never felt that that was actually—that they meant it truly in a 
negative way. 

Interestingly, both Darcy and Amelia mentioned being derided as “drug dealers,” an 

epithet which neither woman appeared to take seriously. Darcy seemed to believe it was 

meant as an insult, though she laughed the comment off, and Amelia seemed to see it a 

teasing joke that was not meant to be too critical. However, neither woman identified 

with the label, and both seemed to regard the term “drug dealer” as an inherently negative 

thing to call someone, with Darcy remarking that “no one ever did that to [her] face or 

anything” and Amelia explaining that “drug dealer” wasn’t meant in a negative way in 

this case. Darcy’s caveat that no one would say this to her face, and Amelia’s impulse to 

explain that the term wasn’t used in a bad way, both imply that by default, “drug dealer” 

is a negative thing to call someone unless stated otherwise. 
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Overall, white women in the study relayed little to no experiences of stigma, 

shame, or anxiety associated with working in cannabis. By contrast, the responses from 

women of color came closer to what I had expected. For one, some women of color 

personally experienced more stigma associated with the “drug dealer” label. Celeste, a 

42-year-old Latinx woman, described the judgment she received from people who knew 

and worked with her, and who felt she was making a mistake by getting into cannabis:  

When I told them I was entering the industry, I got all of it. I got people 
unfriending me on Facebook. I got former bankers, you know, sort of telling me 
that I was committing career suicide. I had mentors tell me that I had spent all this 
money and time, you know, getting an Ivy League education and a master’s and 
doing all these great things, and now I was going to go into the drug business, that 
it’s so clichéd for a Latina to do that, that I was destroying my reputation I had 
built in the last twenty years.  

While Darcy’s respectable reputation shielded her, allowing her to easily able to laugh off 

being associated with “drug dealing,” Celeste risked damaging her reputation when she 

changed jobs. The assertion that it is “clichéd for a Latina” to get into a drug-related 

industry hearkens back to the persistent negative association of Latinx people with 

cannabis. When Darcy, a white woman, decided to move into the cannabis space, her 

respectable reputation smoothed her transition into the industry. When Celeste began a 

career in cannabis, people told her she risked confirming a stereotype about Latinx people 

and ruining her reputation. In this way, it appears that her racial proximity to the “drug 

felon” stereotype added a layer of stigma to her work in cannabis that white women did 

not share. 

In addition to those who experienced judgment from mentors and former co-

workers, other women of color said they experienced guilt about working legally in the 

industry while members of their communities remained incarcerated. Kemah, a 24-year-
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old African American woman, said she sometimes feels reluctant to share that she works 

in cannabis because she does not want to “offend” anyone: 

It’s very difficult to talk to a lot of African American families and older folks, um, 
because they may have seen their son or their husband go to jail for this, and 
they’re like, “you’re selling it, legally?” Like they—they—just to process that 
information. 

In this quote, Kemah described the anxiety she felt because of her associations with legal 

cannabis. Specifically, she suggested that it sometimes felt difficult to discuss her work in 

cannabis with African Americans whose families suffered or continue to suffer from the 

War on Drugs (Alexander 2010). While a few white women in the study mentioned “the 

prison industrial complex” or “racial disparities” as important reasons for legalizing 

cannabis, none of them expressed anxiety over personally profiting on an industry whose 

history involved the mass incarceration of people of color. In this sense, Kemah 

experienced a type of anxiety associated with working in cannabis that white women did 

not. 

Finally, Mia described her experience of coming out as bisexual as similar to the 

experience of coming out as someone who works in the legal cannabis industry.  

What we talked about earlier, about, uh, kind of the similar stories of coming out, 
and coming out to people as far as my sexuality and identifying and my, um, 
working in the industry, the medical cannabis industry—so that’s kind of a similar 
feeling. 

Mia likened the process of becoming open about her occupation to the process of 

“coming out” as bisexual. These parallel feelings suggest that working in cannabis can, 

for certain women, feel like a “deviant” identity that is concealed by default until it is 

disclosed. This resonates with what Catherine Connell (2015) observed in her 

ethnography of gay and lesbian schoolteachers: 



 

96 
 

Today, the metaphor of coming out of the closet is so familiar that other groups 
have adapted it to name their own identity disclosures: people now routinely talk 
about coming out as Christian, kinky, an alcoholic, and so forth…The near-
ubiquitous imperative to come out negates the intersecting identities and life 
circumstances, including raced, classed, and gendered hierarchies that may make 
coming out more difficult. (2015:97-98). 

Connell’s discussion of “the closet” echoes what I heard from my participants. Women 

whose bodies “fitted” more easily with definitions of professionalism in cannabis could 

more easily claim professional legitimacy and shirk feelings of anxiety, shame, or guilt 

associated with the legacy of the drug. The fact that some queer women and women of 

color said they experienced entering cannabis as a “coming out” process suggests that 

they felt or anticipated feeling some kind of judgment associated with their decisions to 

work in legal cannabis. Where straight, white women tended to feel celebrated, 

supported, and praised for their acumen and business savvy, queer women and women of 

color reported deeper feelings of anxiety, due, perhaps, to their proximity to the specter 

of the “drug felon.”  

In this chapter, I argue that women’s different experiences of shame, guilt, and 

stereotyping suggest that women with certain racial and gender presentations more 

comfortably “fit” with idealized notions of what it means to be a respectable and 

legitimate cannabis worker. I observe that women whose bodies conform to white 

middle-class ideals of femininity and heterosexuality are less likely to report feeling 

shame and anxiety associated with working in cannabis. Additionally, I argue that despite 

my white women respondents’ claims that they are “changing the face” of cannabis in 

ways that promote diversity (i.e., expanding the range of who is considered a respectable 

distributor), their colorblind logics about professionalism obscure the ways in which the 

“legitimate” cannabis worker is racialized, classed, and gendered. This suggests that 

some queer women and women of color may not benefit as much from the “changing 
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face” of cannabis, because the constitution of this “new face” is largely contingent on 

rejecting its “old face.” 

In the following chapter, I move on from examining how women define 

professionalism in cannabis to examining how they discuss notions of morality, 

legitimacy, and ethics in the industry.
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CHAPTER SIX: ONLY THE “REAL CRIMINALS” RAPE 

“Good people don’t smoke marijuana.”  
—U.S. Attorney General Jeff Sessions 

 

Showtime’s hit series Weeds, which ran for eight seasons between 2005 and 2012, 

was a dark comedy that centered on widowed soccer mom-turned-weed-dealer Nancy 

Botwin (played by Mary-Louise Parker). The series catalogued the moral and ethical 

dilemmas Nancy faced as a wealthy white woman struggling to navigate networks of 

violently masculine black and Latinx kingpins in the illegal drug trade. Weeds ended its 

run in 2012, the same year that Colorado and Washington became the first states to 

legalize recreational cannabis.  

However, when the series premiered in 2005, cultural discourses around cannabis 

use and sale still largely presented these practices as inherently immoral. The New 

Yorker, for instance, described Nancy’s dealing as “a not very noble profession” 

(Franklin 2005). The premise of the series played off this attitude, apposing Nancy’s 

internal moral compass with her ostensibly immoral surroundings. Critics and viewers 

seized on this element of the story, lauding Weeds for being “edgy” (Hibberd 2012), 

“scandalous” (Lyons 2012), “subversive” (Smith 2008), and “controversial” (Franklin 

2005).  

To make sense of these characterizations, is important to understand how the 

shock value of a white woman weed dealer reinforces the mapping of raced and gendered 

binaries onto normal/deviant and moral/immoral binaries. A recurring theme in Weeds is 

that certain bodies either belong or do not belong in the drug world. The black and Latinx 

characters are almost always portrayed as illicit cultivators, dealers, and distributers, 
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either directly involved in “criminal” activity or in some way criminal-adjacent. In this 

way, they embody the racialized archetype of the “drug felon” (Alexander 2010), and are 

predictably represented as ruthless, unhinged, power-hungry, violent, or manipulative. 

While these “drug felons” are regarded as bodies out of place within the context of 

broader society, Nancy Botwin’s white feminine embodiment is regarded as a body out of 

place in the world of illegal growing and dealing.  

The series plays explicitly on this “space invader” (Puwar 2004) dynamic, 

contrasting Nancy’s white femininity with her dark, masculine, “criminal” surroundings 

for drama and for comedy. Similar to other series featuring white drug dealers, Weeds 

operates from a racialized dichotomy of morality in which a white antihero is pushed into 

the dark world of drugs because of pressures to provide financially for their family. In 

Weeds, Nancy is suddenly widowed, and in Breaking Bad, teacher-turned-meth-dealer 

Walter White has cancer and cannot afford to pay his medical bills. The white antiheroes’ 

noble motivations cast them in opposition to “real criminals,” painting them as essentially 

good, well-intentioned people whose hands are tied. As these well-meaning protagonists 

plunge deeper into “sinister” underground drug worlds, they are gradually corrupted by 

their proximity to “real criminals.” Seduced by the power they gain, they slowly become 

more morally ambiguous as they arc and develop. Initially, however, these white 

characters are involved in the world of drugs for what might be understood as the “right 

reasons.” 

Furthermore, Weeds presents a dynamic that Breaking Bad does not: Nancy’s 

white feminine innocence is continually juxtaposed with her unexpected competence, 

savvy, and ruthlessness. This tension is leveraged for sexual tension throughout the 

series. Nancy repeatedly relies on her whiteness and sexual attractiveness to seal deals 
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and escape tense stand-offs with bigtime players in the industry, who are almost never 

white. The black and Latino men Nancy meets in the business highlight her racial and 

gendered difference; for example, they give her nicknames like “Snowflake” and 

“Blanca.” Throughout the series, Nancy engages in sexual activities with cultivators, drug 

lords, and corrupt politicians, most of whom are black and Latino men. These encounters 

are depicted as dangerous forays into a dark and erotic world that poses an inherent 

danger to Nancy’s purity and morality, and the imageries exotify black and brown men in 

ways that reverberate with colonial conflations of sexuality and danger. This dynamic is 

reminiscent of Anne McClintock’s (1995) analysis of the colonial gaze found in the 

writings of Columbus and Haggard, colonizers who turned non-European lands into a 

“porno-tropics for the European imagination—a fantastic magic lantern of the mind onto 

which Europe projected its forbidden sexual desires and fears” (1995:22). 

This chapter opens with a critical analysis of Weeds because the series 

encapsulates the complicated relationship between two major themes explored herein: 1) 

The racial politics of sexuality and 2) the social construction of morality vis-à-vis drug 

culture. The remainder of the chapter proceeds in three sections. First, I briefly outline 

some of the history and theory that informs mutually reinforcing representations of white 

femininity and black and brown masculinity in cannabis. Next, I provide an overview of 

theories of racialization and colonialism that inform these representations. Third, I 

examine how my participants discursively contest socially constructed notions of 

“morality” (Becker 1973) through racialized arbitrations of the “right reasons” and 

“wrong reasons” to work in cannabis. Finally, I critically examine the binary logics of 

deviance and criminality that my white women participants use to talk about sexual 

assault in the cannabis industry. Ultimately, I argue that some white women make sense 
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of sexual assault in cannabis through racial logics that re-inscribe changing definitions of 

“morality” and “immorality” in cannabis along a black/white binary. 

 

REEFER MADNESS: WHITE FEMININE INNOCENCE AND BLACK/BROWN MASCULINE 
VIOLENCE 

In Women, Race, and Class, Angela Davis (1981) traces the genesis of the myth 

of the black rapist, a “distinctly political invention” (1981:184) in which black men’s 

alleged sexual assaults against white women were used to justify and explain lynching. 

Davis (1981) explains that despite the characterization of black men as “animalistic” in 

their pathological desire to rape white women, “the number of actual rapes which 

occurred was minutely disproportionate to the allegations implied by the myth” (188). 

Nevertheless, the myth of the black rapist “wrought incredible confusion” (1981:188) in 

post-antebellum progressive movements: 

Both Frederick Douglass and Ida B. Wells point out in their respective analyses of 
lynching that as soon as the propagandistic cry of rape became a legitimate excuse 
for lynching, former white proponents of Black equality became increasingly 
afraid to associate themselves with Black people’s struggle for liberation. They 
either remained silent or… they spoke out aggressively against the sexual crimes 
indiscriminately attributed to Black men. (Davis 1981:188) 

Throughout the 20th century, moral entrepreneurs (Becker 1973) such as media 

outlets, federal agencies, policymakers, and pundits perpetrated drug scares (Reinarman 

2015) that mobilized the myth of the black rapist to portray cannabis as a menace to 

white, middle-class American society (Alexander 2010, Hari 2015, Chasin 2016). At the 

behest of Harry J. Anslinger, then-director of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics (now the 

Drug Enforcement Agency), racist anti-cannabis propaganda proliferated in the 1930s. 

One of the most famous installments in the propagation of this racial drug scare 
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(Reinarman 2015) is the film Reefer Madness (1936), which represented cannabis as a 

highly addictive drug that triggered hallucinations and caused users to commit murder, 

suicide, and rape (Chasin 2016). From the beginning, anti-cannabis propaganda 

campaigns were overtly racialized. Cannabis was associated with jazz music, which was 

framed as demonic and associated with black people (Hari 2015). The term marijuana 

was used to evoke the Spanish language and drum up anti-immigrant associations with 

Mexicans who immigrated to Southwestern border states in the wake of the Mexican 

Revolution (Chasin 2016).  

Importantly, political and media discourses specifically implicated white women 

in these propaganda projects. They constructed cannabis as a drug that led white women 

down the path of sin and incited racial “Others” to threaten white women’s sexual purity. 

During a 1937 testimony to Congress in favor of prohibition, Anslinger claimed that 

“marijuana causes white women to seek sexual relations with Negroes, entertainers, and 

any others” (Serrano 2013). Discourses such as these frame white women as passive 

victims and black and brown men as pathological monsters whose sexual deviance must 

be civilized and controlled through punitive state measures. 

As Davis (1981) points out, the myth of the black rapist has remained significant 

in the political consciousness late into the 20th century, partially through its legitimation 

by white feminists involved in anti-rape movements. For instance, Davis (1981) critiques 

white historian Susan Brownmiller (1975) for sympathizing with the white women who 

perjured themselves on the stand to put innocent black men behind bars —as in the case 

of the Scottsboro Nine—or “justify” their murder, as in the case of 14-year-old Emmett 

Till. Till’s white woman accuser has only recently—six decades after the child’s 

murder—admitted that her claims were false (Pérez-Peña 2017).  
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During his presidential campaign, Donald Trump drew on white supremacist 

patriarchal notions of racialized rapists to advance an agenda to construct a wall on the 

United States-Mexico border.  In his presidential announcement speech on June 16, 2015, 

Trump said: 

When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best. They’re not sending 
you. They’re not sending you. They’re sending people that have lots of problems, 
and they’re bringing those problems with us. They’re bringing drugs. They’re 
bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people. 

Trump doubled down on this fabrication in a statement to Business Insider (Walker 

2015), in which he insisted on the commonsense “truth” of his statements on Mexicans: 

“The Mexican Government is forcing their most unwanted people into the United States. 

They are, in many cases, criminals, drug dealers, rapists, etc.” Incredibly, he has also 

refused to acknowledge he was wrong in his public scapegoating of the Central Park 

Five, a group of black and Latinx teenagers wrongfully accused of raping a white woman 

jogger in New York City’s Central Park. During the case, Trump spent $85,000 on full-

page newspaper ads advocating the death penalty for cases of “mugging” and “murder,” 

(Burns 2016). Rather than retract his accusation when the Central Park Five were 

exonerated, Trump retorted that “the fact that that case was settled with so much evidence 

against them is outrageous” (Burns 2016). 

These narratives demonstrate the continued political salience of the myth of the 

black or Latinx rapist in the political imagination of many white Americans. I find that 

the ways in which some white women talk about sexual harassment in the cannabis 

industry draw on tropes of black and brown masculinity as sexually dangerous. Some 

respondents also characterize drug felons in the legal market as unaware, by virtue of 

their cultural backgrounds, of the “proper” way to treat women. 



 

104 
 

 

RACIALIZATION AND COLONIAL DISCOURSES 

Critical race scholars argue that races are not biological realities, but social 

categories that are constructed through the process of racialization. For Patrick Wolfe 

(2016), races were defined through the ideologies of Enlightenment discourses, which 

established notions of racial difference. Through these Enlightenment discourses, he 

asserts, an ideology of race has emerged which involves “systematically harnessing social 

hierarchies to natural essences” (2016:7). Wolfe conceives of race as a “Hydra-headed” 

(2016:10) set of local practices that are always contestable. This focus on practices leads 

Wolfe to refute the idea that acts of racism can be reduced to the “rational interests” 

(2016:12) of colonizing individuals; without racialization, he argues, so-called “rational 

interest” would never have been enough to motivate people to commit the atrocities 

associated with racism. In this way, Wolfe understands race as a trace of history, in which 

colonized groups are continually racialized in ways that perpetuate relations of inequality 

between the colonizers and the colonized. This understanding leads Wolfe to assert that 

“race is colonialism speaking” (2016:5). 

Crucially, Wolfe argues that racialization occurs in response to the tension that 

colonizers face when they are forced to share social space with colonized peoples. Such 

space, while sometimes geographical, is not always so. For instance, the emancipation of 

American slaves produced a crisis situation for colonizers, because the “juridical barrier” 

(2016:14) that had previously distinguished colonizers from slaves had been removed. He 

contrasts this example with the physical social space—the frontier—that colonizers 

forced Native Americans to share with them. 
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A similar “juridical barrier” has arguably been removed in the case of legal 

cannabis. Legal and financial barriers to entry into legal cannabis persist. These 

disproportionately affect the people of color who built the industry before legalization, 

many of whom are now either incarcerated or barred from working in the industry legally 

(Lewis 2016). Nevertheless, some cultivators and distributors have succeeded in making 

the transition from the illicit to licit market during the process of legalization. Wolfe’s 

(2016) analysis of the social distances constructed through colonialism is thus 

informative when it comes to theorizing women’s perspectives on the relationship of two 

groups in the industry: those who entered the industry after legalizations, and those who 

worked in the illicit drug trade before legalization and have since begun working legally. 

Some of the women in my study implicitly and explicitly distinguished between these 

two populations while talking about issues of morality in cannabis. In doing so, they drew 

on colonially inflected racial ideologies (Bonilla-Silva 2018) to posit certain moral 

differences between industry actors based on their criminal label (or lack thereof). 

Through racialized discourses on morality and sexuality, they re-inscribed racialized 

“boundary lines” (Giuffre and Williams 1994) in the industry, identifying “shady 

characters” and distinguishing the “real criminals” from amongst an amorphous group of 

legal cannabis professionals who are all technically—according to federal law—

criminals. The following sections elucidate how my participants 1) drew on racial 

ideologies to label certain behaviors as indicative of “real criminals” and 2) made sense 

of sexual assault and harassment in the industry by associating those behaviors with said 

“criminals.”  
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IDENTIFYING THE “REAL CRIMINALS” IN CANNABIS 

Politics of representation have historically coded cannabis use and distribution as 

a racialized, masculine activity which threatens white women (Hari 2015, Chasin 2016). 

However, as discussed in previous chapters, the women in this study—particularly the 

white women—rarely expressed shame or discomfort about the fact that they worked in 

cannabis. Instead, they spoke openly and comfortably about their positions in the 

industry.  

Part of this comfort seems to come from a reconfiguration of cannabis as a 

“moral” pastime or line of work. During our conversations, I found that the women I 

interviewed engaged in what Howard S. Becker (1973) would call moral enterprises, in 

which they contested definitions of morality associated with the legal cannabis industry. 

Specifically, my respondents maintained that although they operate in a nominally illegal 

industry, they are still fundamentally “good” and “moral” people.  

A common frame women used to assert their work as “moral” in this legally gray 

context was to assert that there are “right reasons” and “wrong reasons” to become 

involved in cannabis. One “right reason” was to work in cannabis for a higher moral 

purpose, rather than simply for financial gain (a “wrong reason”). When Amelia, a 29-

year-old white woman, said it was frowned-upon to work in cannabis simply “for the 

money,” I asked her—then what is a person supposed to work in cannabis for? She 

answered, “Only for the love of the plant. The in-depth knowledge of cannabis and how it 

can be used as a medicine.” Amelia’s response gestured to Enlightenment ideologies 

about knowledge accumulation, in which garnering more and more information about a 

topic is considered a “moral” pursuit in and of itself (Said 1978). She contrasted deciding 

to work in cannabis out of “love of the plant”—framed as sincere and righteous—to 
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working in cannabis for practical financial reasons, which presumably lead to the “moral 

contamination” of a love of the plant (Zelizer 2000:818). In other words, in Amelia’s 

frame, one cannot love the plant and wish to profit off the plant, because these are 

mutually exclusive attitudes.  

In addition to asserting the morality of loving and learning about cannabis, many 

women claimed that their participation in the industry constituted a piece of activism or 

social justice. For many women, this meant seeing themselves as contributing to a broad 

representational project of “de-stigmatizing” or “mainstreaming” the plant (i.e., 

reconfiguring the plant as a “medicine,” users as “patients,” distributors as 

“professionals” or “providers”). Some women indicated that this “de-stigmatizing” 

mission was meant to culminate in a woman-dominated industry. These women played 

on liberal feminist rhetoric (e.g., “we are breaking the grass ceiling”) to assert their goal 

of pulling more women into the industry. A few women also mentioned the injustices 

associated with the prison industrial complex as a compelling reason to work in cannabis, 

although it was rare for them to characterize this injustice as racial. 

Ultimately, the women in this study saw drug policy as the morally dubious (and 

flawed) aspect of the cannabis industry, not their own moral compasses. Women 

enumerated a wide variety of flaws they saw in cannabis policy in the United States, 

including economic foolishness, poor healthcare practices, and more. Overwhelmingly, 

they stressed they did not see themselves as doing anything wrong, and took great pains 

to emphasize that they were operating morally, ethically, and compliantly (relative to 

state law) even if not federally legally. In this manner, women seemed to reject the 

premise that legality is a prerequisite for morality, and vice versa. 
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However, women’s convictions that they were engaged in a moral pursuit does 

not mean they were not concerned about legal risks associated with the federal 

scheduling of cannabis. As Kelley put it: 

Everybody’s worried about protecting themselves legally. … Because even with 
my brand, I am—I’m trying to be careful in the way that I position the brand, 
because I still feel like I have to walk a little bit of a fine line. Because yeah, I’m 
scared of the legal repercussions of it. Not what people think of it. I’m scared 
from the legal standpoint. And so far that, it keeps me a little bit guarded, still. 

Again, Kelley rejected the idea that cannabis is inherently immoral, clarifying that her 

concern was strictly legal. Like Kelley, many women said they worried about the federal 

government “cracking down” on state cannabis laws under Attorney General Jeff 

Sessions, whom they feared would jeopardize their patients’ health and their own 

livelihoods. Still, no one seemed to hold the view that these crack-downs would be 

morally justified, despite the federal illegality of working in cannabis. This is in keeping 

with how most of the women in the study framed their participation in cannabis: they 

conceived of themselves as moral actors despite the illegality of their actions. 

Despite rejecting the legal-equals-moral frame when it came to their own 

practices, however, some women relied on it to make sense of individuals they saw as 

“shady characters” in the industry. These women indicated that certain people participate 

in legal cannabis for the “wrong reasons,” and that these immoral motivations separate 

the “bad eggs” from the majority of legitimate, ethical professionals working in the 

industry. When I asked how they identified these “bad eggs” and “shady characters,” the 

same women who had earlier rejected the legal-equals-moral framework in reference to 

their own work utilized it to explain what they saw as “bad” or immoral behavior. In 

particular, the women I interviewed did not consistently reject the premise that legal 

behavior equals moral behavior, particularly when it came to individuals who used to sell 
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cannabis on the “black market.” Whitney, a 29-year-old white woman, provided one such 

explanation: 

There are people that are in this industry because they believe in it, and because 
they believe in legalization and they believe in the power of cannabis, and there 
are people in the industry because they like working in a criminal way. They like 
sneaking around the laws and they like making money on the black market. That’s 
fact. … So we’re all technically criminals, but I do believe that our industry has 
made it safe for some people who do have malicious intent to work and thrive 
because they can in the gray area. But there are also people that have, from what I 
can tell, good intent, and they have to work in the gray area because that’s the 
reality of it. 

Whitney made a distinction between people who have a noble intent, but who are 

wrongfully labeled criminals based on flawed legislation, and “real criminals,” who 

engage in criminal activity because they “have malicious intent,” are “more greedy,” or 

enjoy “working in a criminal way.” In other words, there are people who can be 

described as doing illegal things because the government calls them illegal, even though 

they should be legal, and then there are people who are doing illegal things because they 

are bad people. When I asked Whitney how she could tell which people had good intent 

and which people simply “enjoyed” behaving like criminals, she said: 

Whitney: People that are comfortable breaking our state laws without a need 
for justice behind it. People that ship out of state, and that do it to 
the highest bidder, that are not necessarily doing it to someone that 
has cancer in Nebraska and can’t access meds, they’re shipping to 
their friends in Texas or Florida or wherever so that they can 
distribute to their friends. 

Katie:  So it’s a less of a red flag if they’re doing it because of a social 
justice or health reason? 

Whitney:  I guess so. … Are they selling weed just so they can buy a nice car, 
or are they selling weed because their friends back in that other 
state don’t have access still, and this is how they’ve figured out 
that they can help in some way? 
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In this discussion of criminality, Whitney re-asserted her earlier position—that a behavior 

being illegal does not necessarily make it immoral. That is, she rejected the legal-equals-

moral framework. However, she then conjured a hypothetical scenario in which two 

different rationales motivated the same illegal activity—shipping cannabis products out 

of state—to draw a moral distinction between the “right” and “wrong” reasons to engage 

in illegal activity. When the hypothetical situation involved a medical patient, Whitney 

deemed it morally justified. When the situation involved someone out to make money, 

she considered it morally unjustified. One might envision reasons besides buying “a nice 

car” that would motivate someone to maximize earnings in their work, even reasons 

which might be considered “moral” by Whitney’s standard (e.g., providing for a family, 

paying off a debt, putting oneself through school). Nevertheless, “making money,” as 

previously mentioned, is not considered one of the “good reasons” for working in 

cannabis. Therefore, this scenario fell outside of Whitney’s framework for morality in the 

industry. 

Celeste, a 42-year-old Latina woman, made a similar point about the 

contaminating force of money when it comes to people moving into the licit industry 

from the “black market.”  

Remember, this industry used to be—there are a lot of people who used to be in 
the black market who are now going legal. Some of them are wonderful people. 
Some of them not so much. Some of them are used to fraud, are used to cutting 
corners, are used to lying, are used to misrepresenting. … I mean, we’re talking 
about people that amass massive fortunes, and now are going legal and they’re 
clean. They pay taxes. They’re licensed. And by the way, they’re the most 
knowledgeable people you could possibly have in the industry because they 
actually understand it. They created it. You don’t want to kick them out. 

While Celeste acknowledged that “some” individuals who used to work in illicit markets 

are “wonderful people,” she nevertheless connected bad behavior in the legal market to 
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the corrupting influence of the “black market.” Celeste’s conflation of criminality with 

dishonesty reifies the archetype of the drug felon as someone who is inherently immoral. 

Still, Celeste did not seem to believe weeding out these “real criminals” from the 

cannabis industry was necessarily a viable solution. In this sense, she placed a value on 

the work experiences people developed in the “black market.” 

Whitney, however, had a different perspective from Celeste on how the 

corrupting influence of the “black market” might be mitigated in the legal industry:  

I think [cannabis] is becoming a lot more mainstreamed. … And I think that’s 
going to bring about more qualified and better people in our industry. Now we 
have people that enjoy working in a criminal way, and they enjoy skirting the law, 
and they’re not necessarily the most qualified for the job, but right now, they have 
the most experience. So as that changes and as—we can have people that are 
better suited to bring the industry to a mainstream way and to make it family-
friendly. 

Whitney suggested that individuals who came from the illicit drug market might have the 

most experience, but are not necessarily the most qualified. It is unclear exactly what she 

meant by this, but one reading might suggest that Whitney sees the nature of cannabis 

work as fundamentally different in a legal or “mainstream” market than it is in an illicit 

market. Another reading might imply that for Whitney, people with experience in the 

illicit market are less “suited,” as she said, to contribute to the project of giving the 

cannabis industry a “mainstream” and “family-friendly” image. This suggests that 

Whitney sees prioritizing of the employment of people without drug felony records as 

important to the broader project of normalizing or de-stigmatizing cannabis. This framing 

construes veterans from the illicit market (racialized as black and brown) as less capable 

of professionalism (or, alternatively, less likely to convey professionalism) than people 

without “criminal” histories. 
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ONLY “REAL CRIMINALS” RAPE: RACIALIZING SEXUAL DEVIANCE  

Another way in which women in cannabis rhetorically distinguished “real 

criminals” from “moral professionals” was through racial and colonial discourses on 

sexual harassment and assault. In a study of sexual harassment in restaurants, Patti 

Giuffre and Christine Williams (1994) found that white women hesitated to use the label 

of “sexual harassment” to describe unwanted sexual attention from white men, but were 

willing to use the label to describe the same or similar behaviors when perpetrated by 

men of color. In making sense of this finding, Giuffre and Williams (1994) write: 

This finding suggests that the practices associated with “doing heterosexuality” 
are profoundly racist. … Minority men are socially constructed as potential 
harassers of white women: any expression of sexual interest may be more readily 
perceived as nonreciprocal and unwanted. The assumption of racial homogamy in 
heterosexual relationships thus may protect white men from charges of sexual 
harassment of white women. (392) 

I find that some of the white women in my study relied on similar lines of 

reasoning related to race and sexuality. In discussing experiences of sexual harassment 

(including their own experiences, the experiences of others, and hypothetical or 

“imagined” experiences), some white women attributed sexual deviance or monstrosity to 

the legacy of “underground” or “black-market” culture in the industry. For example, 

when I asked Megan, a 50-year-old white woman, about her experience of sexual assault 

in the industry, she immediately steered the conversation to focus on the illicit market:  

You’ve got to remember that cannabis emerged from a previously illicit industry, 
right? … You’re having women deal with men who were formerly—you know, 
some of them are felons. They were people who were willing to work in an 
outlaw industry. And, you know, that is going to confer a certain understanding of 
the, uh—the population that you’re working with. So you’ve got women dealing 
with a very different kind of population. I mean, my lab partner is a former 
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military chemist. Right? So I’m not dealing with guys who were, uh, maybe being 
convicted of felonies or having to work in the underworld, in the black market, for 
years. 

To make sense of the stories she had heard about sexual harassment in cannabis, Megan 

implied that men who are “willing to work in an outlaw industry” are the same types of 

men who are more prone to committing sexual assault. Embedded in this equation is an 

assumption that a “felon” is someone who is essentially morally backwards, rather than 

someone upon whom the criminal-legal system has conferred a politically constructed 

label. In other words, Megan’s understanding of sexual assault in the cannabis industry 

elides the ways in which the label “drug felon” has been socially constructed, racialized, 

and gendered throughout the 20th century (Alexander 2010, Chasin 2016, Hari 2015).  

Megan also appeared to assume that individuals whom the state labels “drug 

felons” are more predisposed to commit acts of violence (such as sexual assault). 

However, this assumption is not borne out in the data on cannabis arrests, which—by 

definition—include all those individuals whom the state has labeled cannabis “felons.” 

According to the American Civil Liberties Union (n.d.), 88% of the 8.2 million cannabis 

arrests between 2001 and 2010 were for simply possessing cannabis, meaning the 

overwhelming majority of arrests were not linked to violent crimes. On the other hand, 

one pattern that does stand out in the data is the racial disparity in cannabis arrests: 

people defined as “drug felons” are more likely to be black. Despite similar rates of use, 

black people are 3.73 times (and in some jurisdictions, up to 8 times) more likely than 

white people to be arrested for cannabis (ACLU n.d.).  

Megan also contrasted the military chemist with whom she works to the 

“underworld” men in the cannabis industry. By way of explaining that she does not have 

to deal with bad men, Megan brought up her lab partner’s occupation as evidence that he 
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must be “good.” This reasoning takes a pathological approach to sexual violence, 

reinforcing the idea only essentially bad men commit sexual violence, and that “good 

men” do not rape (Pascoe and Hollander 2016). By this logic, the way to eliminate sexual 

violence is not to advocate for cultural or structural change, but to systematically identify 

sexual deviants and exorcise them from the community (Doyle 2015).  

In addition to mobilizing discourses that racialized sexual assault, other white 

women in my study discussed sexual harassment in ways that invoked colonial binaries, 

characterizing drug felons as less civilized or childlike in comparison to those without 

experience on the “black market.” Natalia, a 35-year-old white woman, provided one 

such perspective:  

The males within the industry may not necessarily have the best etiquette or the 
best manners. They may not even know—they don’t know any better. Because 
they come from all walks of life. That’s what you have to think. When getting in 
this industry, you are coming from all walks of life. You are coming from the 
underground, to the upscale housewife who gets through her day smoking 
cannabis. Because there is that market. So it is all of them. And when situations 
handle—or when guys make advances at you or whatever, you have to 
understand. … You have to think that these men and these people in the industry 
come from all walks of life. So they might not necessarily know how to talk to a 
woman of—in a proper manner. 

Like Megan, Natalia seemed to take for granted that “drug felons” are inherently more 

likely to make sexually harassing advances, by virtue—in this case—of their inferior 

culture. In aiming to appear open-minded, Natalia couched these comments in white-

savior rhetoric, insinuating that men from “the underground”—racialized as black and 

brown—just “don’t know any better.” The suggestion is that these men come from 

backgrounds that are culturally deficient when compared to those of individuals without 

drug felony records. Additionally, Natalia’s statement invoked gendered colonial tropes 

about the ignorance of black and brown men when it comes to “proper” interactions with 
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white women. Again, this implies that there are men whose cultural backgrounds have 

prepared them to treat women appropriately, and that these backgrounds do not produce 

the types of men who garner drug felonies.  

Although neither Megan nor Natalia made overt references to race (i.e., they did 

not explicitly name categories such as “Latinx” or “Mexican” or “black”), they both 

organized their explanations of sexual assault in the industry along racially coded binary 

logics. These logics pose socially constructed definitions of morality in cannabis in 

opposition to the racialized label of the “drug felon.” This dichotomy is simultaneously 

mapped onto an “us” (white and moral) versus “them” (raced black/brown and sexually 

deviant) binary. Thus, these rationalizations contribute to a broader discourse about 

morality in the cannabis industry. This discourse implicitly distinguishes “good” people 

in the industry from “bad” people in the industry along racial lines without appearing too 

obviously at odds with prevailing industry perspectives in favor of legalization, criminal 

justice reform, and so on. They also reinforce an image of white femininity as vulnerable, 

delicate, and inherently “good.” 

Again, these critiques are not to diminish or invalidate what may be very “true” 

stories of sexual assault and harassment from my respondents. As explained in a previous 

chapter, most women in the study either overtly or tacitly characterized cannabis 

workplaces as profoundly gendered organizations (Acker 1990). My respondents 

described workplace cultures that normalized sexist banter, verbal objectification, and 

innuendo around trim tables. They also reported stories from cannabis conventions and 

expos, which they characterized as more of a “party” culture that enabled overt forms of 

objectification and sexual assault (e.g., ass-grabbing in crowded hotel parties, men 

inviting women to live as a private boat guest in St. Barts). Scholars have observed 
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similar dynamics in other patriarchal cultures where men consume mind-altering 

substances (e.g., alcohol, drugs). Peggy Reeves Sanday (2007), for example, has 

documented how the prevalence of alcohol and drug use in college fraternities can 

facilitate the normalization and reproduction of sexual violence against women. 

Several women reported being invited to the private homes of powerful men in 

the industry, often with promise of enhancing their careers or being introduced to 

industry higher-ups. One woman relayed a story she heard in which a white man who 

prominently advocates for medical cannabis drugged, assaulted, and kept a young woman 

captive in his home for several days. Many of my respondents take care to stress their 

own morality in these relations, insisting that while they may have been offered a quid-

pro-quo sexual relationship with a man in the industry (for a job, a contract, an 

introduction to a key player in the industry, etc.), they would never think of accepting it. 

Therefore, it is difficult to imagine that workplaces, given the gendered and sexualized 

dynamics of the industry, could be totally free from sexual assault and harassment. 

Nevertheless, in keeping with Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s (2018) concept of the 

“race story,” this chapter is not so much concerned with the veracity of my respondent’s 

claims as it is how they are explained, rationalized, and framed. In other words, what is 

important about these racialized sense-makings is how they are deployed. Thus, the 

objective “truth” of what my participants recount (i.e., do they explicitly say that their 

sexual harassers were “black” or “brown” men?) is not relevant to this analysis. Instead, 

what is analytically at stake is the ways in which they draw on racialized discourses of 

“the criminal” and “the drug dealer/drug felon” to make sense of sexual assault and 

harassment in the cannabis industry. These archetypes, as shown throughout this thesis, 

are indivisible from their racialization in the context of cannabis. Colonial and racial 
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logics about “deviant” behavior in the cannabis industry, therefore, inform the ways in 

which women in cannabis make sense of sexual harassment and assault. As Imani Perry 

(2011) asserted, these discursive framings can have serious “real-world” consequences 

for the communities they implicate: “The impact of such narratives as race stories is 

potentially quite significant beyond their perceived truth. … The problem with the 

narrative presented as truth is that it often turns into a deterministic and exceptionalizing 

account of individuals and groups” (2011:58). 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION 

Try to imagine that all of the new, legal drug empires that are being launched were being 
led by young black men with wild Afros and tattoos, rather than hipster white men with 
cute ponytails and beards. … Changing attitudes and policies became possible in large 
part because the media was no longer saturated with images of black and brown drug 
dealers. The color of drug users and dealers got whiter in the public imagination, and so 
we, as a nation, got nicer. 

—Michelle Alexander (2017) 

 

This study builds on historical and sociological critiques of cannabis prohibition 

and the U.S. War on Drugs by examining the shifting discourses of legitimacy, ethics, 

and morality associated with cannabis legalization. Rather than examining the process by 

which blackness and brownness are constructed as deviant in association with cannabis 

prohibition, this project adds to the literature on deviance by examining the reverse 

process, asking how race, gender, and sexuality are implicated in the normalization of 

cannabis work associated with legalization. Additionally, this study addresses gaps in the 

literature on work and organizations by investigating how a racialized and gendered 

organization comes to be racialized and gendered; specifically, it shows that a labor 

market which has historically been associated with black and brown masculinity can 

come to be associated with white femininity through white women’s claims that they are 

engaged in professional, moral, legitimate labor.  

Howard S. Becker’s (1973) concept of the moral enterprise, when understood in 

conjunction with theories of racialization and gendering, can help sociologists understand 

how workers participate in constituting the racial, gendered, and sexualized organization 

of emerging industries, particularly industries that were previously considered “deviant.” 

Critical race scholars argue that race does not exist a priori as an essential category, but 

instead is created through the social process of racialization. In other words, race is not a 
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biological reality, but a social product of colonial power relations throughout history 

(DuBois 1903, Fanon 1952). Racialization “creates race” in the sense that it makes 

legible and nameable the raced identities of individuals, who are continually 

distinguished and re-distinguished from each other through social, economic, and 

political forces (Omi and Winant 1986). In addition to creating races as social categories, 

racialization also imbues social institutions, actions, and behaviors with a racial coding 

(Omi and Winant 1986). In these ways, racialization contributions to the structuring of 

American society along racial lines (DuBois 1903), thorough a “totality” (Bonilla-Silva 

2006:9) of practices and interactions that shore up white supremacy. Thus, I argue that 

my participants are engaged in racialized and gendered moral enterprises that contest 

previously existing definitions of legitimacy, ethics, professionalism, and morality 

associated with cannabis use and distribution. In asserting that their work is moral and 

legitimate, these women work to reconfigure the meanings of “dealers” and “users”—

previously considered “deviant,” racialized as black/brown, and gendered as masculine—

as “normal,” safe, and socially acceptable practices for white women to conduct. 

Critical whiteness scholars argue that whiteness is also actively constructed 

through a process of racialization. In White Women, Race Matters, Ruth Frankenberg 

(1993) interviews white women about race to understand how whiteness is socially 

constructed in their lives. She identifies three discursive repertoires that her white women 

interviewees use to talk about race. The first is a discourse of essentialist racism, which 

holds that race difference can be understood in terms of biology. The second is a 

discourse of what she calls color-evasion, which—similar to the logic of colorblind 

racism—holds that racial difference does not meaningfully affect individuals’ lived 

experiences, and that directly addressing issues of race is actually problematic. The third 
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discourse, which she calls the race-cognizant paradigm, pushes back on the logic of 

color-evasion, maintaining that identifying racial difference is not “racist,” but instead is 

a key component of antiracist politics. Like the women cannabis workers in this study, 

the white women whom Frankenberg (1993) interviewed relied heavily on the first two 

paradigms to make sense of their lived experiences. Most were not comfortable 

articulating perspectives on race that aligned with the race-cognizant paradigm. As a 

result, Frankenberg (1993) argues, these women had little space to be simultaneously 

white and antiracist, which restricts their capacity to develop a politic of responsibility for 

antiracism in their personal lives.   

This study extends Frankenberg’s findings to the understudied empirical case of 

the legal cannabis industry. I argue that women cannabis workers participate in 

constituting whiteness in an emerging labor market by contesting discourses of deviance, 

illegitimacy, and immorality associated with their labor. I argue that through how they 

talk about what it means to be a cannabis user or distributor in the context of legalization, 

women who work in legal cannabis participate in reconstructing cannabis work as 

“moral” and “legitimate” labor that promotes a social good. Despite the racialization and 

gendering of the “dealer” and the “stoner” archetypes throughout the 20th century, I find 

that women in cannabis invoke ostensibly “colorblind” and gender-neutral definitions of 

professionalism, legitimacy, and morality to contextualize their workplace experiences.  

Paradoxically, my participants simultaneously assert that they are “changing the 

face” of what it means to be a user or distributor while also invoking discourses and 

logics of colorblindness (Bonilla-Silva 2018).  I argue that how women explain what it 

means to work in the cannabis industry is intimately tied to this notion of a “changing 

face.” Despite the colorblind logics of normalcy and morality that they deploy in 
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discussing the “changing face” of cannabis, the ways in which my participants 

understand legal users and distributers appear to be informed by racialized, gendered, and 

sexualized definitions of legitimacy, morality, and ethics. On the one hand, they 

explicitly contest understandings of users and distributers as “folk devils” (Cohen 1972) 

that are to blame for society’s ills by insisting that cannabis does not pose a social threat, 

but instead provides a social good. However, while they directly challenge the ascription 

of a “deviant” label to cannabis distributors, they do not address the ways in which the 

dealer as a “folk devil” has historically been associated with black and brown 

masculinity. Instead, they draw on apparently race-, class-, and gender-neutral discourses 

of professionalism, legitimacy, and morality to insist that people who work in cannabis 

are not “drug felons,” but “cannabis professionals.” In this way, they assert that cannabis 

work is moral and legitimate labor for white women to conduct, but do not make space 

for this work to be considered moral and legitimate when black and Latinx people do it. 

Insofar as white women are constructed as paragons of innocence and morality 

(McClintock 1995), they may be uniquely positioned to mobilize the social construction 

of whiteness in the cannabis industry, particularly to the extent that they assert that 

distributing cannabis is a moral and legitimate form of labor. In this manner, whiteness 

and normalcy are co-constituted in cannabis through white women’s appeals to morality, 

legitimacy, and professionalism. 

Additionally, this dynamic further illuminates the role that cultures of fear 

(Glassner 1999) play in the racialization of labor markets (in this case, the whitewashing 

of cannabis). White women have historically been construed as the ultimate victims of 

non-white masculinity in association with drug use (Glassner 1999, Hari 2015, Chasin 

2016). In light of evidence that a majority of Americans now support cannabis 
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legalization (McCarthy 2017), it may be the case that cultures of fear associated with 

cannabis are diminishing in tandem with the whitewashing of the industry. This may help 

explain why white women have been gradually incorporated into cannabis-related work, 

which is increasingly coded as safe and accessible for them.  

Thus, this study shows that the normalizing processes of legalization and de-

stigmatization cannot be divorced from boundary-making processes of racialization and 

gendering. Put another way, sociologists cannot understand how notions of 

deviance/normalcy and morality/immorality are reconfigured without addressing the 

racialized, sexualized, and gendered binaries that undergird these configurations. This 

insight itself is not new: Scholars in queer studies, for instance, have traced the way 

“deviant” sexual practices like same-gender sex have been incorporated into the 

“charmed circle” (Rubin 1984:152) of socially accepted practices. They show that 

“deviant” practices can be normalized only insofar as they do not challenge the 

hegemony of the institutions of white supremacy, heteronormativity, patriarchy, and 

capitalism (Duggan 2002, Ferguson 2004, Rubin 1984). Put simply, cannabis distributors 

can successfully contest the notion that their work disrupts the social order, but only to 

the extent that their work can be assimilated into the existing social order. This study 

extends these insights on how the normal/deviant binary is mapped onto the hierarchical 

binaries of race, gender, and sexuality (i.e., white/black, man/woman, straight/queer) to 

the empirical case of the emerging legal cannabis industry. My findings help illuminate 

how the process of normalization can work to organize an emerging labor market along 

racialized and gendered lines, showing how normalcy, whiteness, and patriarchy are co-

constructed in workplaces and organizations. I argue that “illegitimate” or “immoral” 
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forms of labor—such such as drug distribution—can be reconfigured as legitimate and 

moral only to a limited extent.  

Finally, my findings underscore the fundamentally interconnected nature of racial 

and gender inequality. Whiteness is patriarchal; that is, white supremacy is not only 

predicated on racial inequality, but also on gender inequality. White men’s inability to 

protect white women from supposed racial “others” has long justified women’s 

peripheral role or outright absence from drug-related cultures and markets, in addition to 

justifying the oppression of black and brown men associated with these realms. Thus, 

white women’s capacity to participate in legal cannabis appears to have hinged on the 

whitewashing of the industry; that is, it has depended on the establishment and 

maintenance of white supremacist patriarchy in cannabis. In this manner, racial and 

gender inequality remain, as ever, intricately intertwined.      

 

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This study suggests as long as that cannabis users and distributers do not 

challenge the hegemony of white supremacist capitalist patriarchy, their labor may be 

assimilated into conceptions of “legitimate,” “professional,” and “moral” work. However, 

as Nirmal Puwar (2004) shows, particular raced, gendered, and sexualized bodies can be 

seen as a threat to white supremacist heteronormative patriarchal structures simply by 

occupying space within these structures. Thus, the discourses my participants used may 

only reconstruct the “meaning” of cannabis distribution as socially acceptable labor for 

people who are white, middle- and upper-class, and women. Although they claimed that 

the moral enterprise of cannabis de-stigmatization was color-, class-, and gender-blind, 

my participants conferred racialized, classed, and gendered meanings on cannabis and 
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cannabis users. Because these re-definitions are part of the process by which whiteness is 

socially re-constituted as the “somatic norm” (Puwar 2004) in the cannabis industry, their 

ability to destabilize white supremacist patriarchy in cannabis is limited.  

Although my participants suggest that what it means to be a legitimate cannabis 

professional is race- and gender-blind, I argue that their racialized and gendered 

definitions of professionalism reconfigure the boundaries of which bodies “belong” in the 

legal cannabis industry without challenging the conflation of deviance with working-class 

black and brown masculinity. Ultimately, it appears that women whose bodies which are 

consistent with racialized and gendered ideals of morality (i.e., white, straight women) 

are more easily able to enter the industry without feeling ashamed, guilty, or stereotyped. 

These findings point to the need for further research that foregrounds the experiences of 

black and Latina women, queer women, working-class women, and trans and gender-

nonconforming women. To what extent are they construed as bodies out of place in the 

cannabis industry? How do they navigate this dynamic?  

Additionally, further research on the experiences of black and Latina women, 

queer women, working-class women, and transgender and gender-nonconforming people 

might help investigate the claim that women in cannabis constitute a feminist challenge 

to masculine domination. Many of my participants articulated a belief that their presence 

in cannabis changes the gendered “face” of the industry, and thus could be considered 

part of a feminist political project. Indeed, an argument can be made that woman who 

sells cannabis—like Nancy Botwin on Weeds—can challenge the idea that only 

masculine bodies can “fit” with the work of a dealer. But what are we to make of the fact 

that Nancy’s success in the illicit market so often hinges on her ability to “trade on” her 

white heterosexuality (Hamilton 2007)? It may be the case that while women cannabis 
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professionals do have some potential to challenge the masculinity of cannabis culture, 

their ability to do so depends on the “cash value” (Lipsitz, 2006) of their positionalities as 

white heterosexual women.  

To what extent does “breaking the grass ceiling” challenge white supremacist 

patriarchy in cannabis? This study shows the limitations of this framework by providing 

an empirical case of women who have an interest in shoring up their investments in 

systems of inequality, such as white supremacy, capitalism, heterosexism, and even 

patriarchy. For instance, in seeking to negotiate a privileged status as “one of the guys,” 

some women repudiate femininity and conflate it with negative character traits (e.g., 

prudishness, whininess, a propensity to overreact) or participate in jocular conversations 

that objectify women. By attempting to jockey for power in the cannabis industry and 

keep hold of their advantaged positions as white, wealthy, and/or straight, women help 

justify the exclusion of women of color, poor women, and queer women and are 

complicit in maintaining patriarchal domination and white supremacy in cannabis. 

Black and Latinx communities continue to face repercussions in the wake of the 

War on Drugs that have not been sufficiently alleviated by legalization. In addition, 

people of color are systematically shut out of the cannabis industry though continued 

racial disparities in drug-related convictions and state regulations that inhibit “drug 

felons” from obtaining licenses (Lewis 2016). In many cases, the very people and 

communities that built the industry before legalization are now being barred from the 

legitimate market. In a conversation with the Drug Policy Alliance (2014), Michelle 

Alexander observes: 

In many ways the imagery doesn’t sit right. Here are white men poised to run big 
marijuana businesses, dreaming of cashing in big—big money, big businesses 
selling weed—after 40 years of impoverished black kids getting prison time for 
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selling weed, and their families and futures destroyed. Now, white men are 
planning to get rich doing precisely the same thing? 

Future research might use a Chicana feminist lens (Anzaldúa 1987, Moraga and 

Anzaldúa 1983) or black feminist lens (Collins 2009, hooks 1981) to critically analyze 

popular feminist progress narratives about cannabis legalization. Specifically, studies 

might ask whether white feminist narratives about cannabis legalization obscure how 1) 

the War on Drugs served as a racist state project and 2) cannabis legalization was not a 

panacea for the racial injustices perpetrated by the War on Drugs. 

Furthermore, as previously mentioned, I conducted the bulk of my interviews 

during the spring and summer of 2017. Not long after I collected my data, attention to 

sexual violence in the workplace exploded in U.S. media in the wake of allegations 

against Harvey Weinstein, a prominent Hollywood producer. Women all over the world 

began sharing histories of sexual violence on social media using the hashtag #MeToo, 

reigniting a longtime campaign that was spearheaded in 2007 by Tarana Burke, a black 

woman activist (Garcia 2017). The so-called “Harvey Weinstein effect” (Busis 2017; 

Moore, Trefethen, and Musumeci 2017) and the #MeToo movement appear to have 

catalyzed a series of allegations against celebrity men, sparking a national conversation 

about sexual violence in the workplace. It seems possible that if I had conducted the 

study in the fall of 2017, in the midst of this cultural moment for women and sexual 

violence, the theme of sexual violence in the cannabis industry may have been even more 

salient. Future research might thus take a more specific focus on investigating sexual 

violence in cannabis. 

Finally, with respect to methods, future research might benefit from recruitment 

strategies that begin with ethnographic methods. In retrospect, I realize my sampling 

method of cold-emailing women for interviews inhibited my ability to establish trust with 



 

127 
 

prospective participants, especially in an industry within which trust is crucial to 

networking. Ethnographic methods can give researchers a chance to build some rapport 

in person before requesting an in-depth interview.  
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