Could Massachusetts Become
the First State to Undo Legal
Weed?

Marijuana opponents are racking up wins across the
country—thanks in part to Kevin Sabet, the bipartisan
adviser leading the charge.
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-MARIJUANA A VIS N MASSACHUSETTS JUST CLEARED A MAJOR HURDLE IN AN
EFFORT TO REPEAL LEGAL RECREATIONAL CANNABIS IN THE BAY STATE. (BRANDON BELL VIA
GETTY IMAGES)

By Josh Code

The wins have been piling up for the anti-marijuana movement.
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Today, Massachusetts voters took a major step to repeal the
legalization of recreational marijuana in the state. This afternoon, the
Coalition for a Healthy Massachusetts submitted the more than 74,000
sighatures required to put the question on the 2026 state ballot. Once
certified by the secretary of the commonwealth, the measure will go to
the state legislature for consideration. If lawmakers decline to pass it,
organizers must collect over 12,000 more signatures to put it to a
statewide vote next year.

Massachusetts isn't alone. In Idaho, where marijuana is currently illegal,
a measure to block future voter initiatives to legalize the drug is on the
ballot for 2026. And if you read the fine print of the federal bill passed
last month to end the government shutdown, you'll find a_provision to
ban the sales of a vast majority of THC-infused products, including
drinks and snacks.
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There’s an anti-weed backlash in America, and the influence of drug
policy scholar Kevin Sabet, founder of the advocacy group Smart
Approaches to Marijuana (SAM), is undeniable. Sabet, who served as
White House Office of National Drug Control Policy adviser in the
2000s—the only person appointed to that post by presidents from both
parties—helped fund and advise the activists working to advance the
Massachusetts statute.

| spoke with him on the heels of his victory in Massachusetts to make
sense of where the Trump administration stands on marijuana policy,
how Sabet turned the tide against cannabis legalization, and the stakes
of standing up to a marijuana industry that seems to have adopted the
Big Tobacco playbook.
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This interview has been edited and condensed for clarity.
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Josh Code: With about 76,000 signatures submitted today, a 2026
ballot measure to repeal the legalization of recreational marijuana in
Massachusetts looks likely. What happens next?

Kevin Sabet: This is the first bipartisan step toward Massachusetts
making a much-needed improvement in public health. Legal recreational
weed does nothing but harm to the towns and cities and states where
it's sold; this is true no matter if you are a Democrat or a Republican.
Kids have paid the price while pot barons laugh all the way to the bank.
The decision now rests with the state legislature, where the measure will
land once the signatures are certified.
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JC: Earlier this year, Trump signaled openness to move marijuana from a
Schedule | to Schedule Ill drug, which would ease federal restrictions on
its use. We haven't heard him speak on the issue since then. How should
we understand the Trump administration’s current position on cannabis?

KS: | think they see it as not a winning issue. You have a small group of
people, a couple of people in the White House with family and business
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interests who want to see marijuana legalized, who have been pushing
this as hard as they can. [White House chief of staff] Susie Wiles has
business interests in the marijuana industry. Jared Kushner’s brother has
some business friends and associates in the marijuana business. But
frankly, the majority of the people in the White House—I can tell you for
a fact—do not want marijuana to be legalized. They see it as a huge
problem, and they see it as tied to crime. They see it as tied to
psychosis and schizophrenia. They see it as tied to addiction, and so
they really don't want anything to do with it.

JC: Robin Westman, the suspect in the August mass shooting at
Annunciation Catholic School, wrote in a rambling manifesto before the
shooting that “gender and weed fucked up [his]_head.” The alleged
Dallas ICE shooter’s former boss said he was “all about the weed.” Tell

me about the correlation between cannabis use and psychotic violence.

KS: We know that there is a mechanism by which marijuana causes
psychosis in the brain. Researchers have identified that when they look
at heavy users, they see that there’s a big cohort of them who are
having psychotic breaks. And in fact, research out of London has shown

that if you're using marijuana heavily, you're five times more likely to
experience psychosis.

“In America, we tend to need to burn our hands off before we can be convinced
that the stove is on.” —drug policy scholar Kevin Sabet

One thing psychosis can do is cause violence. And if you look at almost
every single one of these mass casualty events now, there are many
reasons for them. | am not by any means suggesting that they are
caused by marijuana. But what I'm saying is that the one common-
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denominator drug among the vast majority of these mass-casualty
instances is high-potency marijuana.

JC: Is Big Weed the new Big Tobacco?

KB: Well, that's what | worry about every day. We have a marijuana
industry that is copying the worst of tobacco, alcohol, and opioids in
terms of commercializing the substance.

| really couldn’t care less if an adult is, you know, at their house in the
country, smoking a joint to fall asleep at night. My issue is that we have
a commercialized industry whose business it is to increase addiction—
whose business it is to promote heavy use.

This is how you get addiction for profit. The cannabis industry is an
addiction industrial complex that we built in this country based on Big
Tobacco. If you think about tobacco, it's been used for thousands of
years, and before the 20th century, nobody really died of tobacco
overuse.

Then in the 20th century, the tobacco industry figured out how to make
a very efficient system to not only inhale tobacco, but also nicotine with
it, and many other cancer-causing substances that were highly
addictive. And they put it in a very convenient little thing called a
cigarette. When they did that, they caused the biggest public health
disaster in the history of mankind, with half a million people a year in
North America dying of lung- or tobacco-related causes.
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They did that by recruiting celebrities, downplaying harms, promoting
heavy use, and promoting to youth. You have to promote these
products to youth, because addiction is a pediatric-acquired disease.
That’s part of the business plan.

Not only is the marijuana industry copying the worst parts of the
tobacco industry, they have overlap with tobacco interests, alcohol
interests, and opioid and pharma interests, because they see marijuana
and its products as an alternative product line that they can start
pushing because fewer people are smoking cigarettes and fewer people
are drinking.

JC: There's something that seems uniquely American about this
addiction-for-profit business model. We've seen it with processed
foods, Big Tobacco, and Big Pharma. How did America become a nation
of addicts?

KB: The bottom line is we have really learned to turn people into
commodities. That's why we have Big Tobacco, that’s why we have Big
Alcohol, and that's why we have now Big Marijuana and why we have
Big Pharma—because we've become experts at it, and we've allowed
our politicians to essentially be bribed into being okay with it. It's part
of our political system.

JC: Is there a national security risk at play here?

KB: We're trying to compete economically and militarily with China in
the 21st century and beyond. And | can guarantee you people in China
are not smoking marijuana. They’re not legalizing marijuana. They look
at what we're doing, and they laugh behind closed doors. They can't
believe that a country would say this is okay to do—to promote
nonstop intoxication.

JC: Is there a policy route out of this?



KS: | don't want people to go to prison for marijuana. | don’t want
people to be arrested for marijuana. But it’s a false dichotomy to say we
either have to lock people up or we have to commercialize this and
promote it with [famous cigarette advertising mascot] Joe Camel—
that's where we'’re going, and | think it's a huge mistake.

We have a history of experimenting with very dangerous drug policies,
and | don't want to go back to mass incarceration. I'm not calling for
that. What I'm calling for is really a warning.

Many SAM donors are—to be blunt—parents of dead kids who killed
themselves while they were experiencing marijuana-induced psychosis.
That's what we want to prevent. I'd really like to educate Gen X parents
and millennial parents, because what we're seeing is a very different
drug than the one we grew up with.

JC: Is this the start of a larger tide of people turning against marijuana
in America?

KS: In America, we tend to need to burn our hands off before we can be
convinced that the stove is on. Now, people are realizing that maybe it
wasn't the best idea to allow commercialized, unfettered 99 percent
THC to be sold anywhere, to anyone.

| would love it if we learned today—13 years after Colorado became the
first state to commercialize marijuana—that actually kids are rejecting
it, adults are using it occasionally and responsibly, the underground
market has more or less gone away, there are no more drug dealers,
and crime has gone down.

| would love to eat crow on that, but that's not happening. It's the
opposite. It's everything we predicted and worse.

| don’t know if we'll win. We'll be up against a lot of money. We will be
totally outspent, but there is a huge backlash right now, and we're using
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that to our advantage. You see the Gallup poll showing that fewer
people think marijuana has a positive influence on individuals and
society.

You see the policy wins: the synthetic marijuana ban, the standstill with
rescheduling marijuana to a lower drug schedule, the fact that seven out
of the last 10 states to vote for legalization actually voted against it.
Right now, | feel like the wind is at our backs.
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