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Abst ract

The role of the news nmedia in the definition of drugs
as a social problem has been well docunented. This
paper rests on the prenise that the i mage of marijuana
becanme nore deviant during the 1980's. The goal of
this project was to investigate how the inmage of

marij uana growers nanufactured and portrayed in the
San Franci sco Chronicle may have contributed to that
soci al process in Northern California. Wile the
coverage of narijuana growers was substantial in terns
of the total anount of marijuana stories, the inmage of
pot farners was deci dedly negative. This negative
slant seens to be driven by the fact that the mpjority
of stories were framed episodically -- episodic

fram ngs were nuch nore likely to characterize growers
negatively than their counterparts. The doni nant

t henes that emerge fromthe coverage of narijuana
farmers in the Chronicle are of greedy, violent, anti-
social crimnals who are produci ng enornous amounts of
a dangerous psycho-active substance; inages of the
growers as reasonabl e, peaceful persons engaged in a
rati onal noral and/or economic endeavor were clearly
inthe mnority. |t appears that the reliance upon
epi sodi ¢ fram ngs predi sposes the print news nedia to
characterize the crininal behaviors of drug of fenders
as illogical, inmmoral, and perhaps pathol ogical. The
negative slant of the episodic stories is indeed
unsettling for one who desires objective news, but it
conforns nicely to the conservative criminal justice
agenda t hat has been chanpi oned over the past twenty
years. As a nation we are currently reliant on a

puni shnent -ori ented approach toward drugs which is
predi cated on the idea that all those associated with
illicit drugs -- users, producers, or dealers -- are
unbal anced, irrational, and i nmoral deviants.
Alternative explanations for such behaviors,

especi ally those which deemthemrational and
understandable in |ight of social conditions, are

i nconmpatible with present political reasoning and
policy and are |argely absent from public discourse.

I nt roducti on

In the 1980's, an aggressive canpai gn agai nst
donestic marijuana cultivation was undertaken by
federal, state, and | ocal authorities. In terns of
typical |aw enforcenent practices, fairly radica
strategi es were enployed. The federal governnent
encour aged cooperation anongst federal, state, and
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| ocal agencies and contributed nilitary hardware and
intelligence towards the fight against narijuana.

Duri ng the canpai gn agai nst nmarijuana cultivation, the
federal governnent encouraged the use of U2 spy planes
and even satellite photos to wi pe out narijuana
patches; raids on narijuana patches were conducted in
para-nmilitary fashion with officials using

heli copters, flak jackets and assault rifles. Surely,
hel i copters were used due to the renpote | ocation of
nmany narijuana gardens, but these sorts of raids were
a fairly extreme shift in policy considering there was
a long list of influential organizations and

i ndividuals in support of narijuana decrimnalization
as late as the 1970's. The roster included the
Anerican Medical Association, the American Bar

Associ ation, President Carter, state and federa

| egi slators (including then US Representative Dan
Quayle), and the Director of National Institute on
Drug Abuse (NI DA) (Z nrer and Morgan, 1997: 153-155).
Furthernore, the penalties for possession of snall
amounts of marijuana had | essened in nmany states in
the 1960’s and 1970’'s; “By 1977 all but eight states
had reduced marijuana possession froma felony to a

nm sdeneanor” (Zi mrer and Morgan, 1997: 155).

However, by the early 1980's, a growi ng anti-marijuana
novermrent was underway that had even convi nced the
Director of NIDA to change his stance on narijuana

(Zi mrer and Morgan, 1997); in 1982 President Reagan
declared a “War on Drugs” (d asser and Siegal, 1997:
see endnote #7) and donestic marijuana grow ng becane
one of the main targets of this new social canpaign
(San Francisco Chronicle, Cct. 1, 1982: 1).

Clearly, the deviant inmage of narijuana made a
pretty dramatic turnaround in a very short period of
time. At the end of one decade there was support for
| essening crimnal penalties associated with
marijuana, but the start of the next saw calls for
i ncreased | aw enforcenment pressure on the drug.

While certainly it could be argued that marijuana's

i mge was al ways deviant due to the fact that it

remai ned illegal throughout this period despite the
noted |l eniency in penalties, this paper rests on the
assunption that marijuana becane nore deviant over the
time period of this study. |In the span of a few
years, marijuana becane a substantial social problem
especially in Northern California, which has |ong been
consi dered one of the epicenters of donestic marijuana
cul tivation.

The task of this paper is to explain how
newspaper descriptions of marijuana growers in the San
Franci sco Bay Area may have contributed to the
construction of marijuana as a social problemthere.

Et hnogr aphi ¢ content analysis is used to analyze the
depictions of marijuana growers as presented in the
San Francisco Chronicle from 1982 to 1995.

Et hnogr aphi ¢ content analysis differs fromstrict
guantitative content analysis, where categories always
precede data analysis, in that “quantifiable
categories of analysis are supplenented by qualitative
categories that are allowed to energe fromthe data
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t hensel ves” (Jerrigan and Dorfnan, 1996: 175). Five
guestions were asked in the present study: 1) How did
the Chronicle s coverage of marijuana in general and
marijuana growers specifically fluctuate over the tine
under study? 2) Did the stories that portrayed
growers tend to be franed episodically or

thematical ly? 3) Qualitatively speaking, were the
growers portrayed in a norally positive or

synpat hetic, negative or unsynpathetic, or neutra
fashion? 4) What relationship, if any, exists between
the fram ng of a story and how narijuana growers were
characterized? and 5) Wat are sone of the mmjor

t hemes which energed fromthe coverage of marijuana
grower s? It is hoped that this analysis will add to
our understandi ng of the study of social problens
research in general and specifically of “contextual”
soci al constructionism (Best, 1993) of drug scares or
drug wars (Morgan, Wallack, and Buchanan, 1990).

Literature Revi ew

There has been considerabl e study of the nedia's
role in defining drugs as a social problem (Becker
1963; Brownstein, 1991; Gtlin, 1989;

Hi mrel stein, 1983; lyengar, 1991; Jerrigan and Dorf man,
1996; Morgan, 1978; Mdrgan, Wallack and Buchanan

1988; Orcutt and Turner, 1993; Reinarman and Levine,
1989 and 1997). Morgan (1978) nentions the rol e that

i ncreased press coverage played in the fornation of

opi um snoki ng as a social problemand i nmoral activity
in California during the late 1800's. She clains that
| aws agai nst opi um snoki ng are best understood in the
context of anti-Chinese sentinment in |abor unrest
during a severe economic recession in which Wite

wor ker s scapegoat ed Chi nese inmigrants for worsening
econom ¢ conditions. She argues opi um snmoki ng was
popul arly assuned to be a Chinese dom nated habit and
t he energence of new | aws against it are best viewed
as a way for donmi nant segnents of society to exert
soci al control over a threatening or dangerous cl ass
group (Reinarman and Levine, 1997a). Gtlin (1989)
coments upon the relatively uncritical manner in

whi ch the nmedia replaced coverage of the Cold War with
a “new holy war” -- the War on Drugs -- in the md
1980's (G tlin, 1989: 17). Reinarman and Levine (1989
and 1997) anal yze the trenmendous anpunt of nedia
coverage given to the “crack epidemc” in the latter
hal f of the 1980's and argue that the clains of a
“crack crisis” were not acconpani ed by an epi dem c of
illegal drug use; they instead suggest that it is
essential to understand the construction of crack as
soci al problemin the context of the renewed support
for conservative noral and political ideologies during
the 1980’ s. Brownstein (1991) exam nes the role of
the print nmedia in constructing the inage of an

epi dem ¢ of random drug violence in New York City.
Orcutt and Turner (1993) exami ne the way in which sone
menbers of the nedia distorted national survey
statistics to bolster their clainms of alarmng

i ncreases in adol escent drug use (specifically
cocaine) in the late 1980’s.
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Nurer ous aut hors have noted how nedi a
descri ptions have hel ped create and mani pul ate the
popul ar i mage of marijuana. Considerable attention
has focused on the inportance to the passage of both
the federal Marijuana Tax Act of 1937 as well as state
and |l ocal anti-marijuana |egislation of lurid press
accounts circul ated by the Federal Bureau of Narcotics
(FBN) (Becker, 1963; H nmmelstein, 1983; Herer, 1990;
Morgan 1990). Becker notes that the nunber of
articles about marijuana appearing in the popul ar
press reached an all-tine high at the close of the
FBN s canpai gn agai nst narijuana (Becker, 1963:141)
and hel ped forma very negative noral inmage of
marijuana and narijuana snmokers. Hinmmelstein (1983)
traces the changi ng ideol ogical inmages of marijuana
and its users fromthe 1870's to 1970's using a
systematic sanple of nmedia articles. He clains that
our assunptions about the dangers of nmarijuana have
changed dramatically during this century al one.
Marij uana was viewed as a dangerous drug that incited
vi ol ence and aggression until the m d-1960's when it
was paradoxically alleged to cause passivity and
anotivati onal syndrone.

Thi s paper borrows a theoretical concept used by
I yengar (1991) whose content analysis of television
news stories separates news reports into two
classifications: episodic and thematic. Epi sodi ¢
stories focus upon single events; thematic fram ngs
attenpt to place events and issues in a broader socia
context (Jernigan and Dorfman, 1996). | yengar found
the majority of news stories about crine on the
tel evision news were franed episodically, while other
subj ects (such as unenpl oynent) tended to be covered
thematically. Ilyengar also reported that the fram ng
of the story had specific effects upon viewers.
Epi sodi ¢ fram ngs nade viewers nore |ikely to assign
responsibility to the individual while thematic
fram ngs tended to nake viewers assign responsibility
to society or governnmental agencies. Jerrigan and
Dor f man (1996) applied Iyengar’s concepts to
tel evi si on news coverage of the drug crisis in 1990
and found that the majority of drug stories (71% were
framed episodically; fromthis they concluded that TV
news was sending a very clear nmessage to viewers that
the roots of the drug problemcould be traced to
i ndi vi dual s rather than structural factors or
governnmental policies.
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The Social Context of the Enerald Triangle Region
of Northern California

The coastal nountain area of Northern California
was one of the premiere front-lines in the war against
marijuana growing. This region, eventually dubbed the
“Emeral d Triangle” ! by |aw enforcenent officials,
became one of the epicenters of the domestic marijuana
i ndustry during the 1970's and continued in this
capacity into the early 1980’s. At the tine,
California was regarded by | aw enforcenent
organi zations and marijuana advocacy groups as a
| eader in donmestic production. The potent seedl ess
strains of sensimlla cultivated in the region were

consi dered anong the finest pot in the world -- the
Dom Perignon of marijuana -- and were highly prized by
connoi sseurs willing to pay prem um prices.

It is beyond the scope of this project to provide
a conprehensive discussion of all of the factors that
contributed to the proliferation of marijuana
cultivation in Northern California during the 1970's
and early 1980’s, but two historical incidents stand
out. Paradoxically, the domestic marijuana
cultivation industry received a boost fromthe
attenpts of the federal governnent to reduce marijuana
trafficking in Anerica. Secondl y, the physi cal
soci al, and econom c dynami cs of Northern California
were favorable to the growh of the marijuana
cul tivation industry.

In 1969, the federal governnent | aunched
“Operation Intercept” -- a drug interdiction program
to reduce the flow of drugs across the US - Mexico
border. At the tine, the nain sources of marijuana
for the Anerican narket were Mexico and South America
(Adl er, 1993; Pollan, 1995; Rafael, 1985). Wile
Qperation Intercept was short |ived, increased
interdiction efforts agai nst ground smuggling across
t he border caused a tenporary shortage of marijuana in
the US as well as a gradual transition within the
i nternational drug snuggling industry. Effectively,
the stepped up efforts at the border weeded out the
| ess professional snmuggling crews and indirectly
contributed to the growth of cocaine smuggling (Adler
1993). Drug inporters who had the foresight and
resources switched to nore sophisticated and
| ogistically demanding air or water routes and held an
advantage in the marketplace (Adler, 1993). Al so
cocai ne began to be in demand domestically and had
several qualities that made it nore attractive
financially to this new breed of snugglers -- it was
| ess bul ky, odorless, and pound for pound nore
profitable than marijuana. Throughout the 1970 s,
many snuggl ers reduced or abandoned entirely their
marijuana operations in favor of cocaine inportation
(Adler, 1993). Effectively, a void was created in the
marij uana supply.

Enter the Bay Area and Northern California.
Throughout the 1970's Northern California experienced
a significant influx of mgrants fromthe nmetropolitan
Bay Area. Many of these people were veterans of the
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hi ppi e novenent and a big part of their progressive
lifestyle was narijuana snoking (Rafael, 1985).
Northern California’s mld climate, |ong grow ng
season, and isolated countryside nmade it a very good
place to cultivate nmarijuana. The econony in the
regi on al so happened to be severely depressed,
struggling froma declining fishery and the |oss of a
| oggi ng industry that had seen its heyday in the early

part of the century. As these new m grants soon
di scovered, the area offered bl eak econom c
opportunities (Rafael, 1985). In the neantine
marijuana was still an integral part of the drug

scene, and thus in demand, in the Bay Area. G ow ng
marij uana provi ded a nuch-needed econom c boost to
these struggling nmigrants and eventually the region
These two apparently unrel ated historical dynamcs
created a favorable climate for the growmh of the
donestic marijuana cultivation industry in Northern
California.

“CAMP” -- California s Marijuana Eradication Program

The roots of California s marijuana eradication
program “Canpai gn Agai nst Marijuana Pl anting” or
CAMP, can be traced in part to a 1982 US gover nnent
program dedi cated to marijuana eradication. The
federal program eventually nade resources available to
states to conduct eradication operations.

Transferring resources to the states allowed for an
expansi on of eradication efforts, as the US
government’s power to conduct anti-narijuana
operations was limted to federal property.

Initiatives such as CAMP, which began in 1983,
dramatically changed the nature of the donestic
marijuana cultivation industry (Pollan, 1995).
Marijuana growers gradually shifted to indoor gardens,
whi ch increased the costs of production (in terns of

capital). [Indoor growing also allowed for conplete
control of the growi ng environnent, which led to
unprecedented |l eaps in potency and yield. |In the

1970's and early 1980's, outdoor growing in the
Eneral d Triangle produced a nmature plant that was
between six and 15 feet tall and took several nonths
to “flower.” 2 By the 1990's indoor growers were able
to produce extrenely potent “dwarf” plants
(approximately three feet tall) that could be
harvested every few nonths (Pollan, 1995). Mari j uana
eradi cati on prograns such as CAMP contributed to an
evolution in the marijuana cultivation industry that
ef fectively dispersed the marijuana industry both
donestically and internationally (as indoor growers
“manuf actured” their environnment), nade narijuana nore
potent, nore expensive, and nore risky to grow
(Pollan, 1995). As CAMP started up its activities in
the early 1980’'s, a considerabl e ampunt of nedia
attention in the netropolitan Bay Area was given to
the activities of CAMP and their counterparts --
marijuana growers. This paper is a content anal ysis of
the nedi a depictions of marijuana growers that



Pirates of theEmerald Triangle / 51

occurred in the Bay Area fromthe early 1980's to the
present.

Dat a and Met hods

The data are drawn fromarticles appearing in the
San Francisco Chronicle from 1982 to 1995. The
Chronicle is the largest daily newspaper® in the San
Franci sco Bay Area. The Bay Area is the |argest and
cl osest netropolitan area to the faned Eneral d
Triangl e region of the state, considered one of the
centers of the nmarijuana cultivation industry in the
US in the early 1980s (Raphael, 1985). The Chronicle
was the only source used because it was the only
California newspaper that was avail able at the
University of Hawaii at Manoa l|ibrary where the
research took place. The year 1982 was chosen as the
starting point as it is the year the US gover nnment
| aunched the “War on Drugs,” the predecessor to
California s initiative, CAMP, which began in 1983.
At the tinme of data collection (Fall 1996), 1995 was
the last full year available for analysis.

For each of the years under study, sunmmaries of
all articles under the subject heading “marijuana” in
the Annual Index to the San Franci sco Chronicle were
exam ned (N=439). Articles that appeared to be
related to any aspect of the marijuana cultivation
i ndustry were read by the author (N=142). All that
specifically mentioned or characterized narijuana
growers in California* were photocopied and anal yzed
as described bel ow (N=108). (See Table 1 and Figure
1)

The 108 articles that provide the data for the
present analysis were read at |east four separate
times. The first reading was to deternine whether the
article specifically characterized or nentioned
marijuana growers. Followi ng |lyengar’s (1991) and
Jernigan and Dorfman's (1996) content anal ysis of
tel evision news stories, the second reading
categorized articles into thematic or episodic
fram ngs. Episodic fram ngs focus on a single episode
or event while thematic stories place events and
i ssues in a broader context (Jernigan and Dorf man,
1996) . As such, a qualitative judgnment was made by
the author to categorize the stories into one of the
two categories: articles that focused on a unique
event or series of events w thout specifically
attenpting to place themin sone sort of broader
context were coded episodically. Those that attenpted
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Table 1. Stories Mentioning Marijuana Gowers in S. F.
Chronicle 1982 -1995°

Total Number Appeared Growers
of Marijuana G ow ng Actual l'y
Stories Rel at ed Ment i oned

1982 48 16 13

1983 44 12 6

1984 46 22 16

1985 81 22 17

1986 53 16 10

1987 41 8 7

1988 30 17 15

1989 18 8 5

1990 14 10 8

1991 8 2 2

1992 11 3 3

1993 16 3 3

1994 11 1 1

1995 18 2 2

totals 439 142 108

Figure 1. Stories Mentioning Marijuana

Growers in S.F. Chronicle 1982 -1995
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to place incidents or a series of occurrences in a

| arger social context were judged to be thematic. On
the third reading, all articles were exam ned to

det erm ne how marijuana growers in Northern California
wer e depi cted. The aut hor made a subjective
qualitative decision based upon the overall thenme and
tone of the article and coded the depictions of
marijuana growers in each article in one of three
ways: positive or synpathetic characterization,
negative or unsynpathetic characterization, or neutral
characterization.
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O course, this coding process was a highly
subj ective undertaking by the author, but a set of
criteria was used. Becker (1963) notes that the
soci al construction of deviance requires the energence
of a specific noral viewpoint and the rise of such a
conception is an active enterprise. Cdearly, all of
the marijuana growers depicted in the Chronicle were
engaged in an activity that was officially defined as
illegal, which has noral inplications, but the coding
strategy purposefully avoi ded naki ng deci sions based
upon that fact. Therefore, the author assunes that
the noral legitimcy of the nmlitary search and
destroy type of raids on nmarijuana patches had to be
constructed by noral entrepreneurs. And while
marijuana growing was and is officially illegal, the
codi ng process acknow edges that the legitinacy of the
i ncreased | aw enforcenent response to marijuana
cultivation (as well as the very notion of treating it
as a crimnal activity) was a contested issue in the
San Franci sco Bay Area and Northern California during
the tine period of this study (Raphael, 1985; al so see
qualitative findings here). |In short, the noral high
ground on the issue had to be earned and was socially
constructed by various clainms nmakers, and the news
medi a was one of the forums for this “noral debate.”
Thus, the author attenpted to see how the overall tone
and thene of the articles depicted the noral
legitinmacy of marijuana cultivation. |[|f the tone and
theme of the article seened to depict marijuana
growers as nmorally wong, irrational, or corrupt (in
an unsynpathetic light), it was coded as negative; if
it depicted growers in a synpathetic fashion, it was
coded as positive. Finally if the article seened to be
devoid of noral judgnent or the noral thenmes were nore
or less balanced, it was coded as neutral. Follow ng
the principles of ethnographic content analysis
nenti oned above (Jerrigan and Dorfnan, 1996), the
articles were read a fourth tine to analyze them for
broader thenes pertaining to the portrayal of
marijuana farners. It is also hoped that the nmultiple
readi ngs all owed thenes to energe that would not have
been apparent from a single reading.

Resul ts
Quantitative Findings

Judgi ng by the nunber of articles listed in the
Annual | ndex to the San Francisco Chronicle, it is
clear that marijuana’s prom nence as a news subject
peaked in the mid 1980's and dropped very sharply
after 1988. (see Table 1 and Figure 1) Al though the
popul arity of marijuana as news rose and fell earlier
t han ot her substances (notably cocai ne and crack),
this pattern of a quick rise in nedia coverage in the
md 1980's is indicative of the general trend of nedia
attention given to illicit drugs during the tine
peri od under study® (Rei narman and Levine, 1989;
Orcutt and Turner, 1993; Jernigan and Dorfman, 1996).
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Al t hough they drop off heavily in 1994 and 1995,
as a percentage of the total nunber of marijuana
stories, reports specifically nentioning marijuana
growers remained relatively consistent throughout the
years under study; on average roughly one quarter of
all marijuana stories nentioned growers in sone
fashion, as indicated in Table 2. In ternms of the
articles about nmarijuana, it appears the Chronicle
devoted a consi derabl e ampbunt of attention to
marij uana growers.

Tabl e 2: Percent of Marijuana Stories Mentioning
Gowers in S.F. Chronicle 1982 -1995

Year Tot al Growers % of total
Nunber of Actual |y
Mari j uana Ment i oned

Stories
1982 48 13 27%
1983 44 6 14%
1984 46 16 35%
1985 81 17 21%
1986 53 10 19%
1987 41 7 17%
1988 30 15 50%
1989 18 5 28%
1990 14 8 57%
1991 8 2 25%
1992 11 3 27%
1993 16 3 19%
1994 11 1 9%
1995 18 2 11%
totals 439 108
mean 26%
node 27%
nmedi an 23%
skewness 1.214314
kurtosis 1.131578

The Framing of the Stories

The stories characterizing narijuana growers were
nore likely to be franed episodically than
thematically. There were a few years when the
coverage was nore or |ess bal anced and one that was
ti pped slightly in the other direction; however, on
average about three quarters of all stories were
framed episodically. (see Table 3) This finding is
consistent with the discoveries of Iyengar (1991) and
Jernigan and Dorfnan (1996). The vast mgjority of the
episodic stories were related to coverage of the | aw
enforcenent activities of the “War on Drugs,” such as
eradication efforts, busts of growers, and viol ent
i nci dents sonmehow connected to narijuana grow ng.
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Tabl e 3: Thematic C assification of Stories
Characterizing Gowers in S.F. Chronicle 1982-1995 as
a Percentage of the Total Nunber of Stories for the
Year

Growers Epi sodic % Themati c %
Actually Franing Fram ng
Ment i oned
1982 13 11 85% 2 15%
1983 6 5 83% 1 17%
1984 16 10 63% 6 38%
1985 17 7 41% 10 59%
1986 10 9 90% 1 10%
1987 7 5 71% 2 29%
1988 15 8 53% 7 47%
1989 5 4 80% 1 20%
1990 8 5 63% 3 38%
1991 2 1 50% 1 50%
1992 3 3 100% 0 0%
1993 3 2 67% 1 33%
1994 1 1 100% 0 0%
1995 2 2 100% 0 0%
totals 108 73 35
75% mean 25%
76% nmedi an 24%
100% node 0%
-0. 1523 skewness 0. 1523
-1.1128 kurtosis -1.1128

Not e: Percentages may not sum to 100 as a result of
roundi ng.

Most of the thematic stories were witten by
columists or were feature articles that provided a
nore in-depth | ook at the ways in which the fight
agai nst nmarijuana planting affected the lives of the
residents and | aw enforcement officers of the Enerald
Triangl e.

The Chronicle tended to characterize nmarijuana
growers in a negative or unsynpathetic fashion. O
average, growers were less likely to be portrayed
positively (mean = 13% of all stories) or neutrally
(mean = 18% and nost likely to be portrayed
negatively (mean = 69% . (see Table 4)

For the tine period under study, there was a
strong rel ationship between the franm ng of a story and
the manner in which nmarijuana growers were
characteri zed. Articles with an episodic fram ng
were far nore likely to characterize growers
negatively than thematic stories. Thematic fram ngs
pronoted a far nore bal anced picture of marijuana
farmers, with growers having a roughly equal chance of
bei ng portrayed in each of the three ways. Al t hough
the Chi Square test, shown in Table 5, cannot provide
statistical evidence for the above statenments, it does
indicate that it is very unlikely that the two
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vari abl es have an i ndependent

rel ati onshi p.

Tabl e 4: Characterizations of Marijuana G owers in
S.F. Chronicle 1982-1995 as a Percentage of the Total

Nunber of Grower Related Stories for the Year
Growers Positive % Negati ve % Neutral %
Ment i oned
1982 13 4 31% 7 54% 2 15%
1983 6 0 0% 4 67% 2 33%
1984 16 3 19% 12 75% 1 6%
1985 17 5 29% 8 47% 4 24%
1986 10 1 10% 8 80% 1 10%
1987 7 1 14% 5 71% 1 14%
1988 15 0 0% 11 73% 4 27%
1989 5 0 0% 4 80% 1 20%
1990 8 2 25% 4 50% 2 25%
1991 2 1 50% 1 50% 0 0%
1992 3 0 0% 3 100% O 0%
1993 3 0 0% 2 67% 1 33%
1994 1 0 0% 1 100% O 0%
1995 2 0 0% 1 50% 1 50%
totals 108 17 71 20
nmean 13% 69% 18%
medi an 5% 69% 18%
node 0% 50% 0%
skewness 1.1 0. 487 0.5
kurtosis 0.5 -0.567 0
Not e: Percentages may not sum to 100 as a result of
roundi ng.
Tabl e 5: Chi Square Contingency Table for Fram ng of

Story by Portrayal of Gowers

val ue PORTRAY
(expected
val ue)
FRAM NG negative neutral positive row total s
epi sodi c 59 10 6 75
(48.6) (13.2) (13.2)
t hemati c 11 9 13 33
(21. 4) (5.8) (5.8)
col um 70 19 19 108
totals

Pear son Chi

Square = 22.636 (df=2) p<. 001
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Thenes fromthe coverage

Vi ol ent Marijuana Growers. The dom nant thene that
surrounded nmarijuana growers was the image of the
violent, anti-social crinmnal who was willing to
protect his illegal profits with extrene neasures.’
Growers were characterized as greedy, fringe-elenent
desperadoes who guarded their plants with automatic
weapons and Vi et nam era booby traps. The California
Depart nent of Fish and Gane i ssued a panphl et warni ng
t hose who frequent renmpte areas in Northern
California:

The seven-page, green and white panphl et put
Mendoci no and Hunbol dt counties at the top of a
list of 10 ‘high risk areas’ in Northern
California. Then the panphl et warned backwoods
ent husi asts to ‘take precautions’ against

m niature mnefields and gun traps. ‘Watch for
trip wires along trails or anything el se that
| ooks out of place,’” it said. ‘bear traps, dead-

falls, and snares are sonetines found al ong
trails leading to a garden. Fishhooks (are)
sonetines strung on fishing line at eye |eve
across trails' (San Francisco Chronicle, July 3,
1986: 4).

A federal official, the director of the Bureau of Land
Managenent, characterized the interactions of his
enpl oyees and growers on federal | and:

Enpl oyees have not only been threatened
with rifles, but have actually been shot
at. In addition, booby traps constructed
wi t h pi pe bonbs, hand grenades, |and m nes,
shot guns, and punji sticks have been

di scovered, as have other traps such as

fi shhooks at eye level (San Francisco
Chronicle, Cct. 1, 1982: 1).

Growers were accused of usurping parts of the
backcountry, nmaki ng them unsafe for ranchers,
government workers, hikers, and hunters. Speaking to
t he Mendoci no County Board of Supervisors, the
conmander of CAMP was quoted by the Chronicle:
““Certain parts of this county have been taken over’
by marijuana growers making it unsafe for hikers to go
in the woods. ‘An unwitten goal of our programis to
recapture territory for the United States’” (San
Franci sco Chronicle, Oct. 10, 1984: 3).

In essence narijuana growers were accused of
creating an increasingly | aw ess and chaotic
environnent. Stories about grower intinidation
beati ngs, shootings, and even nmurder were run by the
Chronicle. This report ran in 1984:
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Mendoci no County may declare a state of

| ocal energency because of its problens
with marijuana growers. The county Board
of Supervisors formed a conmittee yesterday
to look into the possibility of the

enmer gency decl aration, which normally only
applies to floods, fires, or civi

di sturbances...The county has been pl agued
recently with harvest season viol ence,

i ncluding one killing, two other shootings
and a beating in the past three weeks.
Supervi sor Dan Hanburg has call ed vi ol ent
pot farners “gangsters” (San Francisco
Chronicle, Cct. 10, 1984: 3).

News reports characterizing marijuana growers
tended to portray themas big comrercial types that
were nore |ike gangsters and terrorists than business
owners or the nore peaceful “nmom and pop” growers. A
Chroni cl e excerpt:

“Greed begets violence, and people are
getting greedy,” said Charlie Bone, a
Mendoci no County sheriff’s deputy assi gned
to narcotics investigation. He concedes
that he's very nervous about entering

outl aw country. The increasing violence
is scaring off many of the old “nom and
pop” growers, the hippie refugees from San
Franci sco who supported their famlies with
their small plots (San Francisco
Chronicle, Cct. 14, 1984: 1).

A sportsnman who formed a group to rid growers from
public | ands:

“There’s a |lot of noney and a | ot of fear
goi ng around,” he said. “W’'re not talking
about hippies growing a few plants. W're
tal ki ng about big-time operators, hard-
nosed syndicate types. They're ruining the
| and and harassi ng people” (San Franci sco
Chronicle, Jan. 2, 1989: E2).

One report had growers siding with organized crime in
an effort to intimdate ranchers whose | and was being
used wi thout pernission to grow marijuana (San

Franci sco Chronicle Nov. 27, 1984: 63).

G owers Produci ng Huge Amounts of Dangerously Potent
Pot. Another theme in the coverage of growers was the
idea that the farmers of this illegal weed were
produci ng increasi ng amounts of dangerously potent
marijuana. New strains of narijuana were
characterized in testinony by one nenber of Congress
as so “potent” as to be capable of creating
“stupefying blasts of intoxication” (San Francisco
Chronicle, April 20, 1983: 24). Drug Enforcenent
Agency (DEA) officials clainmed donestic production of
t hi s dangerous drug was “expl oding” (San Franci sco
Chronicle, Cct. 1, 1982: 1). The editors of the San
Franci sco Chronicle characterized growers as “engaged
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profitably in a multi-billion dollar industry that
supplies tons of the illicit and dangerous substance
on unwary American users” (San Francisco Chronicle,
April 15, 1984:. B8). A consi derabl e anpbunt of the
articles in the Chronicle were devoted to reporting
the seizure and eradication triunphs of |aw
enforcenent officials. Statistics depicting the
amounts of marijuana were often reported in tons and
street val ues of the weed in the hundreds of thousands
of dollars. This is consistent with Best (1989) who
found that as a rule of thumb for effective clains
maki ng, bigger numbers are better than smaller nunbers
and bi g nunbers provided by governnent officials or
experts are best of all. Curiously, a Wite House

of ficial even reported a surge of nmarijuana production
coupled with a decline of use (San Francisco

Chroni cle, May 20, 1983: 4). In essence growers were
bei ng accused of producing increasing anounts of a
power ful and harnful drug while public demand was on

t he decli ne.

The “Mom and Pop” Marijuana Grower. Although it was
decidedly a minority theme, the Chronicle did depict
marijuana growers as “normal” people trying to nake a
living, rather than violent outlaws. Coverage
synpathetic to the plight of marijuana farners
portrayed the growers as ordinary and hard-worKking
peopl e who were sinply engaged in a rational economc
endeavor. Instead of violent crimnals or dead beats,
they were characterized as sel f-enpl oyed respectable
busi ness owners. A narijuana advocacy group’s annua
report was quoted by the paper

“Unenpl oyed and under enpl oyed peopl e use
marijuana profits to feed their fanilies
and keep their finances above water,” the

report said. “Farmers facing the |oss of
their farmand readi ng of the high val ue of
marijuana are willing to risk growing a

smal | nunber of plants in the hope of
saving the fanmly farnf (San Francisco
Chronicle, Jan. 11, 1986: 1).

The publisher of a small newspaper in Northern
California stated:

O course, there are sonme crazy growers who
woul d shoot at planes. And it would be
foolish to ignore that. On the other hand,
the vast majority of people growing pot in
the hills are peaceful famlies with
children...Here we are in an era where a
joint is no big deal and yet we have agents
in the woods arned and canmoufl aged as if
they were fighting in Vietham And yet
there are thousands up here who used to be
on wel fare and now grow pot. They don’t
feel like crimnals. They are producing
what this country wants (San Francisco
Chronicle, Nov. 7, 1982: B9).
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A snall store owner said, “lI would say nost of the
growers are good people. They shop here, they raise
famlies. |It’'s not Mafia-type guys conming in here to
make a killing” (San Francisco Chronicle, Sept. 17,
1884: 1). Inmmges such as these equate the marijuana
growers’ business as rational and norally respectable
in classical Anmerican terms. A quote froma marijuana
whol esal er:

Marijuana is the only agricultura
commodity in the country produced and sold
inatruly free market. There are no
government regul ati ons, taxes, inport
guotas, subsidies. W’'re actually doing
what they tried to teach us in college
about free enterprise (San Francisco
Chronicle, Sept. 17, 1984: 1)

The foll owi ng depicts narijuana growers as
consci enti ous nmenbers of the conmunity:

They are active in environmental and
alternative energy groups and their noney
has hel ped get several politicians el ected.
Wthout marijuana, a little town like Max's
woul d probably deconpose and bl ow into the
ocean. It isn't exactly thriving as it is.
The di scount food store went belly up. So
did the pharnmacy and the stationary shop
One of the place’s two doctors bail ed out
this year. And winter stormw ped out the
wharf. The school auditorium was
condemmed. It is conmon know edge that
grower generosity hel ped keep the senior
citizen center open and the health food
store alive (San Francisco Chronicle, Sept.
17, 1984: 1).

The | ast inage provides a nodern day fable that stands
in opposition to the dom nant | aw enforcement
depiction of the violent, greedy, anti-social grower;
marijuana farners are portrayed as the saviors of a
destitute conmunity and synbolic protectors of the old
and feeble.

Di scussi on

The role of the news nmedia in the definition of
drugs as a social problem has been well docunented
(Becker, 1963; Brownstein, 1991; Gtlin, 1989;

Hi mrel stein, 1983; Jerrigan and Dorfnan, 1996; Morgan
1978; Morgan, Wallack and Buchanan, 1988; Orcutt and
Turner, 1993; Reinarman and Levine, 1989 and 1997;
Sharp 1992). This paper analyzed the depictions of
marijuana growers by the |argest major daily newspaper
in the netropolitan area closest to the center of
marij uana production in Northern California fromthe
i nception of a federal programto conbat narijuana
cultivation to the present. This paper rests on the
prem se that the inage of narijuana becane nore
deviant during the 1980's. The goal of this project
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was to investigate how the i mage of marijuana growers
manuf actured and portrayed in the San Franci sco

Chroni cle may have contributed to that social process
in Northern California. Cearly, any generalizations
to the overall nedia inage of narijuana growers in the
Bay Area fromthe present study are not possible. The
i nferential power of these data is significantly
limted by the fact that the infornmation conmes froma
si ngl e newspaper.?®

Wil e the coverage of marijuana growers was
substantial in terms of the total anobunt of marijuana
stories, the inage of pot farners was decidedly
negative. This negative slant seens to be driven by
the fact that the majority of stories were franmed
episodically -- episodic fram ngs were nuch nore
likely to characterize growers negatively than their
counterparts. The domi nant thenmes that energed from
the coverage of marijuana farmers in the Chronicle are
of greedy, violent, anti-social crimnals who are
produci ng enornous anmounts of a dangerous psycho-
active substance; images of the growers as reasonabl e,
peaceful persons engaged in a rational noral and/or
econom ¢ endeavor were clearly in the nminority.

As a popul ar news event, the nedia coverage of
illicit drugs was greatest during the md 1980’s and
virtual ly disappeared after 1992 (Rei narnan and
Levi ne, 1989; Orcutt and Turner, 1993; Jernigan and
Dorfrman, 1996). The frenzy of coverage is
under st andabl e in |ight of Sharp’ s® (1992) findings:
two presidents declared a national “War on Drugs” at
two separate tinmes during the decade; President
Reagan did so in 1986 and President Bush revived his
predecessor’'s battle cry in 1989. However, academ c
research concerning the nedia treatnment of the “drug
crisis” or “War on Drugs” of the 1980's centers on
cocaine, crack, or illicit drugs in general. Judging
by the coverage in the | argest newspaper in the Bay
Area, it appears that marijuana’s popularity as news
foll owed the general pattern of other illicit drugs.
However, marijuana differs fromother substances in
that its notoriety crested a bit earlier in the
decade. In this sense, the marijuana drug scare
(Morgan, Wallack, and Buchanan, 1988) that occurred in
the early 1980's can be considered as the first
“battle” of the War on Drugs.

Over the period of study episodic stories about
marij uana growers outnunbered thematic stories by a
factor of about two to one. This finding is
consistent with other research in the area (Jerrigan
and Dorfrman, 1996; |yengar, 1991) and provides further
evi dence that the nedia tends to cover crine-related
stories in an episodic fashion. Furthernore, if
lyengar’s (1991) findings regarding the relationship
bet ween type of frami ng and assi gnnent of
responsibility for the social problemare applicable
to the print news nedia, the general reporting in the
Chronicle certainly depicted nmarijuana growers as
i rresponsi bl e and i nmoral deviants. However, one
shoul d not autonmatically view nedia workers in the
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sanme manner. A possible explanation for the present

di scoveries could be due to the econonic factors
related to the production of news. Cearly, it is
cheaper, nore efficient, and sinpler for news

organi zations to cover episodic events (which often
only require running a story off the AP or UPI |ine or
sending a reporter to a news conference staged by | aw
enf orcenent agenci es) than spend the tinme and
resources on in-depth feature stories which tend to be
thematic in nature. O course, another possible
explanation for this result is that the fram ngs of
the stories were not categorized correctly in this
research. Assuming that there was no systematic bias
in the researcher’s judgnment, the econonic constraints
of the news business are considered to be the nost
salient explanation for this finding.

Wiile it is noteworthy that the vast najority of
stories depicted growers in a negative fashion
perhaps the nobst interesting qualitative finding of
the present study is the relationship between the
fram ng of a story and the nanner in which marijuana
growers were portrayed. Epi sodi ¢ fram ngs were nuch
nore likely to portray growers in a negative and
i moral fashion than their counterparts. Thematic
stories presented a nmuch nore bal anced picture of
marijuana farners. G ven that episodic fram ngs
out nunbered thematic framngs by a factor of two to
one and that there was a rel ationship between the
fram ng of the story and its noral portrayal of
marijuana growers, this provides sonme support for
lyengar’s assertion that, due to their reliance on
epi sodic fram ngs, nmedia stories about crine tend to
assign individual blanme for crimnal behavior
However there are at |east three other alternative
expl anati ons. First, journalists are likely to rely
heavily on | aw enforcenent officials for information
on crinme for very |ogical reasons. As nentioned
above, the production of news exists in a conpetitive
i ndustry and | aw enforcenent officials are not only
very credible sources who provide “officia
infornmation,” but they are quickly and easily
accessible (i.e. “efficient”) as well. It is |ogical
to assume that |aw enforcenent officials would portray
marijuana growers (who are after all crimnals) in a
negative fashion. Secondly, this finding could be
attributed to an editorial bias on the part of the
i ndi vi dual publication. |In the Bay Area, the San
Franci sco Chronicle is popularly considered to have a
conservative editorial inclination and this could have
i nfluenced the way i n which the newspaper covered the
issue. Clearly, a project that investigated the nedia
coverage of nmarijuana growers using a w der range of
news publications coul d have avoided this shortcom ng
Lastly, these findings could have been systematically
i nfluenced by the subjective manner in which these
i mportant variabl es were coded by the researcher
However, if this finding that media coverage tends to
depict crime as a function of individual noral
weakness is considered valid, it should be disturbing
for crimnologists and other social scientists who
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desire nore conplicated public discourse on the causes
and nature of crimnal behavior.

Concl usi on

It appears that the reliance upon episodic
fram ngs predi sposes the print news nedia to
characterize the crininal behaviors of drug offenders
as illogical, inmmoral, and perhaps pathol ogi cal
Foll owi ng Iyengar’s results regarding assi gnnent of
responsi bility, readers of the Chronicle would have
been nore likely to view marijuana growers as
pat hol ogi cal, immral crimnals rather than rationa
econom ¢ actors. The “real” truth about these drug
of fenders is not the issue; rather, the concern is the
way in which our news nedia relies upon a limted
expl anati on of deviance and crinme. The negative slant
of the episodic stories is indeed unsettling for one
who desires objective news, but it conforms nicely to
the conservative crimnal justice agenda that has been
chanpi oned over the past twenty years. As a nation
we are currently reliant on a puni shnent-oriented
approach toward drugs which is predicated on the idea

that all those associated with illicit drugs -- users,
producers, or dealers -- are unbal anced, irrational
and i nmoral deviants. Al ternative explanations for

such behaviors, especially those which deemthem
rati onal and understandable in |ight of socia
conditions, are inconpatible with present politica
reasoni ng and policy and are | argely absent from
public discourse
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Endnot es

The “Enerald Triangle” refers to three California
counties (Hunbolt, Trinity, and Mendoci no) which
attracted the initial state and federal marijuana
eradi cation efforts in the state. Er adi cati on
activities expanded to other areas but the term
stuck as a quick way to refer to the marijuana
growi ng regions of Northern California.

The flowering tops of the marijuana plant -- “buds”
in marijuana argot -- are the nost potent and thus
the part of the plant nobst prized by consumers.

According to its circul ati on nanager, the Chronicle
has been the npst widely read paper in the Bay Area
since the 1960's. Since 1982, the Chronicle’s
circulati on has hovered around 500,000; its closest
conpetitor, the San Jose Mercury News has a
circul ati on of approxi mately 300,000. The other
papers in the region have circul ati ons well under
200, 000 (Hyams, 1996).

Only one of the 108 articles anal yzed nentioned
marij uana growers outside of Northern California.

Ooviously, for nost of the years, there were many
articles that appeared to be growing related but did
not specifically mention growers. For exanple, in
1988 there were 30 total articles listed under the
headi ng “marijuana;” 17 of these appeared to be
growi ng related and were read, but only 15 of the 17

actually nentioned marijuana growers. Only these
15 articles are included in the analysis for that
year. Therefore the nmddle and far right col ums

shoul d not be totaled.

The years 1986 and 1988 were national election years
and, as Morgan, Wllack, and Buchanan (1990) note,
drug wars or drug scares always include an increase
in medi a coverage and often occur around el ection
tines.

Al most wit hout exception, the marijuana growers
depicted in the Chronicle were male.

This analysis was linmted to the single source due
to geography and resources avail able at the

University of Hawaii library. Had other news
publications in the Bay Area been avail able, they
woul d have been included in the data. The reader

is asked to keep this limtation in m nd.

Sharp denonstrates how the President’s access to the
nmedi a greatly affects public agenda setting with
regards to drugs and policy.



