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A B S T R A C T

Background: A growing body of research has focused on the critical analysis of drug policy narratives. Lacking in 
this literature is research from Africa, especially analysis of narratives around cannabis policy, which is changing 
across the continent as in the rest of the world. We analysed contrasting accounts of cannabis policy, seeking to 
highlight the diversity of narratives and the role of hegemonic narratives that reinforce policy stasis through 
containment of existing alternatives.
Methods: We drew upon qualitative interviews with cannabis market insiders (e.g. farmers, transporters, traders), 
drug advocacy NGOs and policy officials in South-West and South-South Nigeria, focusing on how these actors 
constructed cannabis as a policy problem. Analysis was thematic and aimed to identify the core narratives in the 
data and to explore their meanings and functions in policy debates.
Results: We found contrasting representations of cannabis – e.g. ‘cannabis as dangerous drug’, common in policy 
officials’ narratives, and ‘cannabis as cash crop’, often found in market insiders’ narratives. The latter actors, 
driven by the realities of poverty and deprivation, emphasised socioeconomic and medical benefits of cannabis 
and supported equity-based policy reforms to secure cannabis-based livelihoods. Conversely, the former 
emphasised the negative social and health consequences of cannabis consumption. Their more hegemonic nar
ratives, reflecting ideological and institutional concerns, accommodated piecemeal policy adjustments based on a 
framing of ‘global best practices’, thus containing reform impetus and reinforcing resistance to substantive policy 
change.
Conclusion: The article highlights how hegemonic cannabis policy narratives, especially espoused by policy of
ficials, contribute to maintaining cannabis policy stasis.

Introduction

Nigeria has been one of the most outspoken opponents of drug policy 
reform globally, especially in the field of cannabis. At annual meetings 
of the UN Commission on Narcotic Drugs (CND), Nigerian representa
tives often act as key ‘defenders’ of the prohibitionist approach 
(Bewley-Taylor, 2012; IDPC, 2024). While there have been important 
drug policy changes in Nigeria over the last 10 years, especially on harm 
reduction (Nelson, 2024a), its cannabis policy has been static, as it has 
continued to prioritise drug law enforcement and severe punishments 
including for cannabis possession and use (Klantschnig, 2016). In this 
respect, Nigeria differs from other African countries, such as Ghana and 
Zimbabwe, which have embraced policy reforms and liberalised 

cannabis policy of late (Rusenga et al., 2024a). Nevertheless, policy 
changes elsewhere have not gone unnoticed in Nigeria. Our article ex
plores how global and regional policy changes can affect countries that 
have held on to the prohibitionist approach.

While drug policy is in flux in many countries, cannabis policy stasis, 
i.e. the persistence of state policies and laws on cannabis, remains 
widespread (Corva & Meisel, 2021; Nougier & Fernandez, 2021; 
Rusenga et al., 2024b). This article explores some of the dynamics that 
have helped to maintain policy stasis, especially as approaches change 
nearby and globally. To make our argument, we focus on narrative 
processes underlying policy stasis and specifically the role of conserva
tive narratives and their hegemonic impact in policy debates. Our article 
presents the diversity of existing narratives on cannabis policy in 
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Nigeria, including reform-oriented ones, and highlights the role of 
hegemonic narratives, i.e. dominant and often unquestioned policy 
stories that legitimise existing power structures (Lejano et al., 2018). We 
argue that the latter play a critical role in resisting actual policy reform, 
while we acknowledge other political and institutional factors that also 
contribute to this stasis. Further elaborations on the theoretical con
structs used in this article are provided below.

Methodologically, the article explores a wide range of policy narra
tives, i.e. stories that simplify complex policy issues to persuade 
decision-makers and the public of specific policy choices (Mintrom & 
Connor, 2020). This includes narratives produced from the top, i.e. by 
policy officials, contrasting them with alternative ones produced from 
below, i.e. by users, traders and producers of cannabis, who are often 
excluded from research and public debates. Through this narrative 
analysis of cannabis policy, we highlight the role of hegemonic narra
tives and how they are adapted to changing policy contexts (including 
global changes) and how they help maintain policy stasis. This resis
tance to reform is based on country-specific institutional reasons already 
explored in previous research (Klantschnig, 2016; Nelson, 2021), how
ever, we argue that policy stasis is also maintained by powerful con
servative narratives opposing reform, which are not just prevalent in 
Nigeria but in other countries in the region and beyond (Cohen & 
Klantschnig, 2022). The article explores how this drug policy con
servativism works on the narrative level, how it stays hegemonic and 
adapts to shifts in global cannabis policy.

In the following, we first situate our study in the emerging literature 
on drug policy narratives before setting out the methods and data used. 
We then explore three major themes that surfaced from the data (rep
resentations of cannabis; pro-reform narratives; resistance to change) 
and bring these themes together to discuss the role of drug policy nar
ratives and especially how hegemonic narratives help to maintain policy 
stasis.

Drug policy and narratives

By studying the role of drug policy narratives, our study aims to 
contribute to a growing literature on narrative analysis. This field of 
research has emerged across various disciplines over the last 15 years, 
such as policy analysis, drug policy studies and criminology (Fleetwood 
et al., 2019; Ritter, 2021, 89–103; Kuenzler et al., 2025). In line with 
early work in the field (Ewick & Silbey, 1995; Jones & McBeth, 2010, 
333–337), we take a consciously constructionist approach and aim to 
qualitatively study the role of narratives and language in shaping the 
construction of policy problems in specific contexts (Lancaster, 2014).

We adopt narrative analysis based on the understanding that policy 
solutions arise from the ways problems are constructed through narra
tives (MacGregor, 2013). Narrative analysis reveals the ‘way a problem 
is framed, who is involved in framing the problem and the rhetorical 
techniques used in influencing those in the policy arena’ (Fitzgerald, 
2013, 80). The emphasis on language and social construction distin
guishes narrative analysis from alternative, epistemologically more 
substantivist, approaches such as agenda setting, strategic behaviours of 
policy actors and institutional analysis. Although our topic could be 
explored through any of these other approaches, narrative analysis is 
well suited to highlight the discursive strategies through which policy 
problems and solutions are constructed, which is the focus of our study. 
It also enables us to go beyond institutional contexts to explore drug 
policies from the perspective of key actors and how they construct 
meanings based on their experiences with policies, thus revealing the 
beliefs and values that shape responses to policy problems (Rhodes, 
2018).

Past research has shown that the power of narratives is based on how 
they explain complex policy issues in the form of stories. These stories 
frame policy processes in simple and convincing ways, often high
lighting a policy problem (e.g. illicit cannabis farming), some key 
characters responsible for it (e.g. organised crime groups), as well as a 

relatively clear-cut policy solution (e.g. law enforcement), drawing on 
well-established storylines. These policy narratives are rarely complete 
reflections of a policy issue and the absence of certain elements - ‘the 
unsaid’- is critical for analysing them fully (Autessere, 2012; Presser, 
2019). Lancaster, Seear and Ritter (2017), in their work on official 
discourses on medicinal cannabis highlight the discursive strategies 
taken to legitimise certain uses of cannabis (e.g. under medical super
vision) while delegitimising others (e.g. recreational cannabis smoking), 
and the exclusion of some key issues (e.g. the role of pleasure) from these 
narratives. Exclusion of alternative views has arguably been a key un
derlying process of Nigerian and many other African countries’ drug 
policies over the last 50 years (Klantschnig, 2016; Mustapha, 2002; 
Obot, 2004), although this has rarely been explored on the narrative 
level.

The exclusion of some issues and voices also points to the role of 
dominant narratives in drug policy debates. Susan MacGregor empha
sises the role of key narratives dominating the UK drug policy debate, 
which have made it difficult to change policy, unless an external event or 
crisis disrupts the debate. These dominant narratives have polarised the 
debate, making drug policy a politically sensitive issue for reform- 
minded actors. Considering the role of research evidence in this 
context, MacGregor describes the drugs debate as a ‘battlefield’ where 
‘evidence is used as ammunition in these battles’ (MacGregor, 2013, 2). 
While evidence on drugs plays a relatively minor role in Nigerian 
cannabis policy (and it is arguably the perceived lack of evidence that 
has helped to uphold policy stasis as we will argue below), it is the 
polarised set-up of the debate as a ‘battlefield’ of narratives that clearly 
resonates with the Nigerian situation.

Whilst there is some narrative research on policy change, few 
scholars have dealt with the narrative dynamics behind drug policy 
stasis. As Hughes et al. (2017) have argued, research on policy persis
tence has mostly focussed on the international drug control system 
(Bewley-Taylor, 2012; Room, 1999; also see Herschinger, 2010), which 
significantly differs from national contexts. John Fitzgerald’s (2013)
work on safe drug injection facilities indirectly touches on narrative 
dynamics behind policy stasis when contrasting experiences in two 
Australian states. The author argues that policy change only occurred 
when narratives included the issue of police corruption that helped to 
side-track the polarised debate between prohibitionist and harm 
reduction proponents. While this sheds light on the move away from 
policy stasis, the narrative dynamics of stasis itself remain somewhat 
unclear. Furthermore, Lejano et al. (2018), in a more conceptual 
contribution on drug policy narratives, proposes the notion of hege
monic policy narrative, inspired by Gramsci’s work on hegemonic 
power. A hegemonic policy narrative does not only dominate but it 
pervades debate and is often taken-for-granted (Ewick & Silbey, 1995, 
212), as we will find with the ‘cannabis as dangerous drug’ narrative in 
the Nigerian case. Nevertheless, such hegemonic narratives can still be 
contested and replaced over time by strong alternative narratives, as has 
been the case in the field of drug harm reduction reforms in Nigeria as 
elsewhere (Nelson, 2024a).

In addition to these largely top-down analyses prevalent in the policy 
analysis and drug policy literatures, recent work in narrative crimi
nology offers a more bottom-up addition, as it aims to foreground nar
ratives of marginalised and criminalised actors and thus challenges 
dominant state narratives on drugs and drug policy (Ewick & Silbey, 
1995; Fleetwood et al., 2019). Boonzaier (2019) also argues that there is 
need to contextualise both dominant and marginalised narratives to 
bring out the often-hidden dynamics of power they reproduce. While not 
without its own limitations (Bunn, 2023), the utility of this work for our 
study is to bring in the voices of those excluded from policy debates (e.g. 
illicit farmers, traders and users) and to contrast them with, as well as 
challenge, top-down narratives on drug policy.

Overall, little research has been conducted on drug policy narratives, 
especially in the African context. Studies on drug policy change in Africa 
are already rare – most of them focussing on drug harm reduction or 
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legal aspects of policy reform (e.g. Ratliff et al., 2016; Rhodes & Abdool, 
2016; Rusenga et al., 2024a). The dearth of narrative policy research 
reflects this wider research gap. The few existing analyses exploring 
narratives focus on global influences on Africa, such as foreign drug war 
narratives (Carrier & Klantschnig, 2012; Nelson, 2021, 2022), or on 
other non-drug policy fields (Autessere, 2012; van Bavel et al., 2024). As 
such, the article’s contributions are, first, to add a needed West African 
perspective on cannabis policy reform; second, to empirically ground 
this perspective in the voices of policy actors as well as currently mar
ginalised illicit market insiders and, third, to conceptually advance our 
understanding of drug policy narratives, including the role of hegemonic 
narratives and how they help to uphold drug policy stasis.

Methods

This study presents the findings from the Nigerian component of a 
multi-country study that employed qualitative methods (interviews, 
ethnography, archival research) to explore the dynamics of cannabis 
cultivation, trade, and policy in four African countries (Nigeria, Kenya, 
South Africa and Zimbabwe). Qualitative methods were chosen to allow 
for the contextual and in-depth exploration of policy narratives – despite 
the sensitive nature of the topic, which was managed through trust 
building and ethical safeguards (Creswell & Poth, 2018).1 Our approach 
here is narrative analysis, located within a social constructionist para
digm, which emphasises how narratives are produced and the role they 
play in the construction of (policy) reality (Erathy & Cronin, 2008). We 
emphasise that narratives are part of a complex set of factors shaping 
policy change, and that other factors (e.g. institutional dynamics) may 
even be more salient (see Beland, 2009). Nevertheless, narrative anal
ysis provides a unique, and under-explored, way of understanding policy 
change and stasis.

The present article is based on interviews and ethnographic materials 
generated from our fieldwork in two cities (Lagos and Ibadan) and three 
rural communities in South-West and South-South Nigeria. Ethics 
approval was obtained from the University of Bristol Faculty of Social 
Sciences and Law Research Ethics Committee (UoB/SSL/9147) and the 
National Health Research Ethics Committee of Nigeria (NHREC/01/01/ 
2007–19/04/2022–25/07/2023B). Data collection was conducted over 
a total of eight months in 2022 (July-November) and in 2023 (August- 
October). Fieldwork locations were purposively selected for the popu
larity of cannabis farming, trade and use (UNODC, 2019, 2022). The 
main set of data used here are 60 in-depth interviews with cannabis 
farmers (n = 16), cocoa farmers working in cannabis cultivation areas (n 
= 5), cannabis transporters (n = 4), cannabis traders (n = 17), cannabis 
users (n = 11), drug policy officials (n = 4), and drug advocacy NGO 
workers (n = 3).2 Interviews with farmers were conducted in three 
agrarian communities, including in South-West Nigeria’s historic cocoa 
farming areas where many farmers are now turning to cannabis due to 
declining incomes from cocoa (Akinloye, 2019; Klantschnig, Nelson & 
Ogundairo, 2023). On the other hand, cannabis transporters, traders, 
users, and other key informants (e.g. NGO workers, policy officials) were 
recruited in urban centres. The inclusion of multiple key actors helped to 
overcome a major limitation in narrative policy research – the absence 
of marginalised and especially criminalised voices (Fitzgerald, 2013). 
Due to resource and time limitations, we were not able to include all 
actors in the national policy debate, such as the media. However, we 
reflect on their role as we discuss our findings.

We employed a combination of purposive and snowball sampling 

techniques in reaching our participants. Purposive sampling was used to 
recruit relatively senior policy officials from Nigeria’s central drug 
agency (NDLEA) and NGO workers, while cannabis market insiders 
(farmers, transporters and traders), as hidden and hard-to-reach pop
ulations, were recruited through snowball sampling. Illegal drugs such 
as cannabis are heavily stigmatised in Nigerian society, and their pro
ducers, traders and users face stiff state penalties, including 15 years 
imprisonment for possession of minor quantities of cannabis (NDLEA 
National Drug Law Enforcement Agency Act, 2004). In such a context, it 
can be challenging to access those who are actively involved in drug 
markets (Eligh, 2019). We initially faced difficulty in accessing these 
participants but eventually benefited from the help of locally trusted 
community health workers. NGO workers also helped with referrals to 
traders and users in Lagos and Ibadan.

Informed by the narrative approach, interviews sought to elicit how 
participants framed cannabis and how they constructed it as a policy 
problem through their narratives. This called for an open and flexible 
interview process facilitated by a topic guide. Key domains of interview 
discussion included (a) personal experiences with cannabis production/ 
trade/use; (b) perceptions of cannabis (e.g. ‘cannabis as dangerous 
drug’); as well as related (c) benefits and risks of cannabis (e.g. ‘cannabis 
as medicine’); (d) interactions with state actors; and (e) cannabis policy 
and its reform (e.g. ‘legalisation’). Interviews were conducted in English, 
Naijá (Nigerian pidgin) and other local languages (e.g. Yorùbá) 
depending on participants’ needs or preferences, and in the latter case a 
research team member who was fluent in the local language served as 
interpreter. Interviews, which lasted between 30 minutes and four hours 
(on average one hour), were conducted in diverse locations including 
community healthcare centres, participants’ homes, NGO offices and 
university campuses. Interviews with cannabis farmers, traders and 
users were held in secluded locations to minimise risk, foster trust, 
encourage openness and enhance the richness of the data generated. 
Responses were recorded with a digital device based on the consent of 
each participant.

All participants provided written consent after being duly informed 
about the study’s objectives, confidentiality measures and their rights. 
They also received a leaflet containing detailed information about the 
research as well as the contact details of the researchers. They were 
compensated with two thousand Nigerian Naira (US$1.27 at the time of 
writing) to cover transportation. This was given at the end of the 
interview, and in some cases without prior information. Standard pro
tocols were followed for storage and handling of data (for details see 
Nelson & Klantschnig, 2025).

Following transcription, and translation into English where needed, 
we generated codes directly from the data based on key words or phrases 
(Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019). We met regularly to assess the codes 
and determine inter-coder reliability and validity of findings, an 
approach that helped to improve analytic rigour and transparency 
(Gioia et al., 2013). After coding the entire transcripts, we identified 
themes (e.g. ‘framings of cannabis’) and sub-themes (e.g. ‘cannabis as 
dangerous drug’). Themes were then reviewed and refined paying 
attention to coherence, consistency, and thematic distinctions. We then 
identified and refined themes defining their essence and scope.

Our approach, though thematic, emphasised the delineation of 
‘narratives’ (including dominant and subordinate ones), and focused on 
framings of cannabis as a policy problem and proposed policy solutions. 
This delineation of narratives involved grouping similar narratives to 
find recurring themes, comparing narratives to identify common struc
tures and contents, and defining dominant narratives based on repre
sentativeness (i.e. shared by multiple participants and appearing 
frequently in dataset), theoretical significance and how it shapes un
derstanding of cannabis as a policy issue. We approached interviews as a 
co-production and as relational to context, emphasising how narratives 
both present and perform subject positions in a situated context of 
meaning (Reisman, 1993; Dingwall, 1997). Specifically, we aimed to 
identify the core narratives in the data, and to highlight their meanings 

1 The project (https://cannabisafricana.blogs.bristol.ac.uk/) was funded by 
UK ESRC/AHRC grant ES/S012060/1. More details on the project’s data and 
methods can be found on https://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-857820.

2 Note that most cannabis farmers and traders were also using cannabis, but 
we did not include them in the user category here. The great majority (close to 
90%) of interviewees were male.
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and functions in policy debates (e.g. supporting or resisting policy re
forms). Aware of the methodological limitations of a narrative approach 
(Bunn, 2023), our analysis attended to the context-dependent character 
of narratives, including institutional, local and global drug policy con
texts, within which narratives and their roles will be understood.

Findings

Narrative framings of cannabis

In their narratives, participants represented cannabis in differenti
ated ways, even though it often reflected their subject positions, i.e. 
farmers as market insiders vis-à-vis policy officials as market outsiders. 
The former often represented cannabis in a more positive light, high
lighting its numerous benefits (e.g. medicinal, economic, cosmetic). 
Most interviewed market insiders emphasised that cannabis has thera
peutic properties, citing evidence that it can help in managing both 
chronic and infectious diseases such as hypertension and malaria. For a 
majority of these participants, cannabis was a valuable medicinal plant: 

I know cannabis has a very high medicinal value… If you are sick of 
malaria and they cook it for you. Pure cannabis. They cook it for you 
after you cool [it] down a little bit, pour it in a cup and you drink it, 
my brother. If you take it now, somebody that has been shivering 
three, four hours, you are already up doing something else. 
(Cannabis user)

In interviews we encountered many similar positive representations 
of cannabis as a medicine, although a few market insiders also hinted at 
potential health-related harms of cannabis especially when used exces
sively by young people, a view they shared with most market outsiders 
(see below). Further to this narrative of ‘cannabis as medicine’, domi
nant among most interviewed users, traders and farmers, the cannabis 
plant was viewed as a natural alternative to pharmaceutical drugs by 
some of them and was believed to offer therapeutic benefits without the 
adverse effects often associated with synthetic pharmaceutical prepa
rations. For example, one of the interviewed farmers described his 
preference for cannabis as a natural remedy: 

The tablets have some chemicals but igbó [local name for cannabis] is 
natural because it is planted like vegetables, so the benefit is different 
from the chemical drugs. So, for someone who can’t sleep or has high 
blood pressure, they will give him a little to make in his kettle and 
drink like tea, or inside beans or soup, and eat. (Cannabis farmer)

Cannabis was also represented as a potential catalyst for national 
economic growth (what we coded as ‘cannabis as cash crop’ narrative) 
by the majority of market insiders interviewed, with many of them 
describing legalisation of cannabis as a strategy for unlocking its reve
nue generating potentials. A transporter noted: 

See, don’t let me lie to you, if the Federal Government of Nigeria was 
only financed by cannabis alone, to God, if they only legalise igbó in 
Nigeria, the money Nigeria will make from igbó alone will be more 
than 100 million in a day. … I have said it earlier that if the Nigerian 
government … did proper research on cannabis, they will know that 
they are losing billions of Naira … There is big money in it. Big, big 
money in it. (Cannabis transporter)

Aside from potentially boosting national revenue, narratives of 
‘cannabis as cash crop’ almost always included representations of 
cannabis as a source of income and livelihoods for individuals and 
families, something that many of our interviewees knew from lived 
experience. Even some policy officials, most of who held a negative view 
of cannabis, acknowledged the livelihood potentials of cannabis culti
vation and trade, especially under conditions of poverty and economic 
recession. This represents an area of shared understanding among 
market insiders and outsiders. 

Cannabis for me has come to stay with us until maybe such a time 
when the Nigerian economy becomes buoyant again, you know. The 
abject poverty is pushing a lot of people, … because if you ask my 
opinion what is pushing people to crime generally and why we have 
all this … [it] is the level of abject poverty in Nigeria. I have travelled 
across the length and breadth of this country, and I have seen how 
people … are devastated and ravished by poverty. (National Drug 
Law Enforcement Agency, NDLEA, officer)

Nevertheless, such positive representations of cannabis were 
expressed by only a few policy officials. The majority of these officials 
emphasised the health and social harms of cannabis use, including 
addiction and crime (the ‘cannabis as dangerous drug’ narrative). As a 
drug policy advocacy NGO worker explained: 

Policy makers see it from the perspective of criminality. So, cannabis 
use is linked to criminal behaviour, so they believe that is why people 
misbehave on the street, they believe that is why there is crime. 
(NGO worker)

Most interviewed policy officials explicitly linked cannabis con
sumption to recent increases in incidences of criminal activities in 
Nigeria, especially the widely reported cases of kidnapping, banditry 
and terrorism in some Northern states. One official maintained that 
cannabis was an enabler of crime and, to buttress this claim, referred to 
occasions when cannabis was found in kidnappers and terrorists’ camps. 
The availability and accessibility of cannabis helped to reinforce this 
narrative, as seen in this policy official’s comment, a view that was 
shared by most officials: 

Yeah basically, like I said, it is still regarded as the most dangerous 
[drug] in the country today because, one, it is locally grown, culti
vated and produced. Two, it is actually the most available. Even the 
variants that are not even produced in Nigeria, some of the cartels 
still find a way of bringing them [to Nigeria]. (NDLEA officer)

Overall, differentiated, if occasionally overlapping, representations 
of cannabis foregrounded different constructions of policy problems and 
proposed solutions. In the following section, we present pro-reform 
narratives that follow from the more positive framings of cannabis 
(‘cannabis as medicine’, ‘cannabis as cash crop’).

Pro-reform narratives

While narratives of cannabis were highly divergent, especially be
tween market insiders and NGO activists on the one hand, and policy 
officials on the other, there was a shared belief among almost all par
ticipants that policy reform was needed. This view was also held by 
officers from the National Drug Law Enforcement Agency (NDLEA), the 
central actor in Nigeria’s drug control framework which has tradition
ally been strongly opposed to policy change (Klantschnig, 2012, 2016). 
This newly emerging attitude to reform derived in part from the agen
cy’s new chairman who had previously overseen a national drug policy 
reform committee, as well as from global shifts in thinking about drugs, 
especially cannabis (Bewley-Taylor, 2012).

The most pronounced change in NDLEA narratives has been the 
promotion of a so-called ‘balanced approach’ towards drug policy in 
Nigeria. The meaning of a ‘balanced approach’ was not always clearly 
spelt out by the NDLEA in our interviews and in their public statements, 
yet the following quote from an interviewed NDLEA spokesperson 
highlights the crux of what it has meant for the agency: 

We are trying to have a shift from the old focus of criminalising 
everything, do you understand. … It is not everybody that we arrest 
that we take before the court. So, we balance, we try to balance our 
demand reduction as well as supply reduction. That is just creating a 
fair balance. It is not everybody we arrest that we throw into jail. We 
bring some of them help. (NDLEA officer)
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As the above NDLEA officer states, a balanced approach means that 
cannabis use is treated differently from cannabis cultivation and trade 
and that, in theory, only the latter two activities are currently subject to 
interdiction. As part of this approach, the agency also explicitly supports 
harm reduction services, such as needle exchanges for people who inject 
drugs – something that would have been unthinkable in the agency a few 
years earlier. At a 2024 international drug policy conference that the 
authors attended, the NDLEA spokesperson was keen to stress the need 
for treatment rather than incarceration of people who use drugs, as well 
as the key focus of harm reduction in the country (NDLEA, 2024). 
Nevertheless, it is important to note that these promoted reforms are 
more a rhetoric than actual practice.

These narratives of policy reform aim to align the NDLEA with global 
best practices, especially practices supported by its major international 
donors and supporters, such as the European Union (EU), the United 
States (US) and the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC). Donors and 
the UN have begun to co-implement projects in Nigeria to reduce the 
incarceration of people who use drugs and to promote views of drugs as 
a public health issue, which the NDLEA has strategically incorporated 
into its narratives and some of its programmes, such as a 24-hour tele
phone hotline for people who use drugs seeking psychosocial support. 
These shifts have occurred despite the unchanged repressive drug laws, 
which still stipulate tough penalties for drug use and possession, sug
gesting that current reforms are tokenistic. An NDLEA officer explained 
this ‘discretionary decriminalisation of drug use’ thus: 

The law as it is in Nigeria today does not distinguish [between use 
and supply] but because we work in a global community where we 
know that globally the practice now is to bring help to the users, the 
majority of whom are victims. Do you understand? … In essence we 
are working towards a formal policy of decriminalising use, even 
though it is not the case yet [in law]. (NDLEA officer)

The reform narratives of all NDLEA officials interviewed were 
modest, especially when compared with reform ideas among NGOs or 
cannabis market insiders. While the NDLEA officially supports harm 
reduction measures, these measures are driven by other state agencies, 
such as the Ministry of Health and NGOs who emphasise public health 
and human rights approaches. Most of these NGOs have also criticised 
the continued human rights violating approach of the NDLEA, especially 
when dealing with people who use drugs. In fact, the agency’s reforms in 
recent years have been paralleled by the strengthening of punitive 
measures, such as proposed mandatory sentences for drug offenders and 
‘drug integrity tests’ in schools, framed as part of the reform process: 

We just try to work with, evolve with, I mean, the global best practice 
even though the law, as it still stands, penalises possession. But then, 
just like we are pushing for drug integrity tests, it is not in the law but 
we are pushing it … as an advocacy initiative. (NDLEA officer)

As seen in this quote, reform narratives give the impression of 
conformance to ‘global best practices’, while also masking an 
entrenched punitive approach. Beyond declaratory moves to de-penalise 
drug use, the NDLEA has over the last three years also started to promote 
so-called alternative development approaches to deal with the growing 
cultivation and trade of cannabis, in line with recent donor initiatives 
(UN ECOSOC, 2025). During interviews, some NDLEA officers were 
eager to stress cannabis production as a poverty and development 
problem, which was becoming more severe at the time of our interviews 
due to a national cost of living crisis. As a result, the NDLEA proposed 
reforms such as crop-substitution programmes to address the problem. 
The agency’s idea of alternative development includes not just the 
provision of such alternative crops for cannabis cultivators and traders 
but, importantly, also the eradication of cannabis farmland. Expressing a 
commonly shared view within the agency, an NDLEA official explained 
alternative development thus: 

You call these guys [farmers] and then put them into cooperative 
groups, and give them loans. Now let them go into agriculture and 
show them that planting cannabis will only land them in jail. But 
planting any other legitimate trade will fetch them money, not in the 
immediate but in a long run. You can be a rich man whatever you are 
growing and since you have support from the government to grow 
this legitimate crop, it is likely. … So, it is a function of, first of all, 
remove a lot of people out of poverty, and then sensitise them, give 
them knowledge and education, which will create awareness and 
then they know, they know crime does not pay. (NDLEA officer)

This quote shows not only that some NDLEA officers understand how 
underlying issues such as poverty drive farmers’ decisions to grow 
cannabis but also that they think cannabis cannot be a respectable and 
viable long-term option for farmers’ livelihoods. In this case, alternative 
development, a global drug policy approach, is adopted discursively to 
mask cannabis eradication, a longstanding law enforcement measure.

The more optimistic views of alternative development held by some 
policy officials contrasted with the more critical view of this approach 
held by the majority of NGO officials and farmers. First, some NGO 
workers interviewed were aware of the long history of failure of this 
approach (Buxton, 2015), and they were surprised that the NDLEA and 
its international partners were turning to it to address cannabis farming. 

Yeah, that’s the idea of alternative, crop-substitution … which we 
know that it has failed in many societies. But that is what they are 
trying to push. (NGO worker)

For the vast majority of interviewed cannabis farmers, alternative 
development could only work if it generated income that was compa
rable to cannabis: 

You see, the work that someone knows is different from one that is 
new. It is a business that we are sure of the money we’ll earn. This 
will determine if we can leave what we are doing. Now me that I 
make at least 100,000 Naira [ca. US$63] will you now tell me to take 
50,000 Naira to start work? Will that be possible? (Cannabis farmer)

In contrast to the perspectives of policy officials, most market insider 
and especially farmers’ narratives on policy reforms were more far- 
reaching and yet reflected a more nuanced understanding of reforms, 
their impact and feasibility. Some of the farmers expressed somewhat 
idealistic views of legalisation as ‘freedom’ to cultivate cannabis, a clear 
contrast with the NDLEA’s official mission of ‘freeing Nigerian society 
from drugs’. 

I support it because I like it. It is just people’s behaviour that did not 
allow the government to legalise it. Everyone keeps shouting that it is 
igbó [cannabis’ fault], even when it is not the problem. And our 
prayer is for them to lift the ban, so people can be free. (Cannabis 
farmer)

In the majority of interviews, however, farmers’ narratives on 
cannabis policy reform were grounded in the stark realities of poverty 
and deprivation, especially in rural areas, and the potential that 
cannabis offers for improving people’s livelihoods, as expressed in local 
names for cannabis such as ewé ọlà [‘leaf of wealth’ in Yorùbá] 
(Klantschnig, Nelson, Ogundairo, 2023). In this context, the state and its 
repressive law enforcement was seen by most farmers as standing in the 
way of the ‘freedom’ to maximise the economic benefits of cannabis, as 
they observed in other countries in Africa that had introduced legal 
cannabis markets.

Yet, these representations of a free cannabis market did not mean 
naivety about the potential pitfalls of a legal market. Nearly all inter
viewed farmers knew from experience in the cocoa export economy that 
even legal markets could perpetuate inequities and exclusion. They 
variously contested licensing and taxation, as practiced in emerging 
legal cannabis markets in other African countries (e.g. Ghana), empha
sising their exclusionary effects on local farmers: 
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Yes, legalisation is good because, especially the point he raised, if it is 
free for everybody to plant and sell and make money without paying 
for a permit, then it would be good. It would be easy. The poor people 
will not suffer. But if you legalise it and you are going to be paying for 
a permit, the permit will be so costly that the poor can no more plant 
[cannabis]. The rich ones only will obtain the license, the permit, 
even if they don’t know how to plant. (Cannabis farmer)

As shown in the above quote, while most market insiders favoured 
legal regulation of cannabis, there were also expressions of concern 
about the exact nature of a future regulatory regime and the risk of 
corporate capture already seen elsewhere (Pereira, 2022; Rusenga et al., 
2024a). Some interviewed farmers and transporters were also worried 
about the potential effect of policy liberalisation on cannabis use among 
young people, a concern they clearly shared with the majority of policy 
officials, and which reflects the hegemonic narrative of ‘cannabis as 
dangerous drug’.

Overall, and despite some areas of overlap, there was a notable 
contrast between state actors and cannabis market insiders’ narratives of 
cannabis policy reform, especially between NDLEA officers and farmers. 
There was more nuance and differentiation in the narratives of the 
majority of market insiders, which reflects their lived experiences of 
cannabis policy and the problem of rural poverty that cannabis farming 
was helping to address. Their views expressed the more subordinate 
narrative of ‘cannabis as cash crop’, as opposed to the hegemonic 
narrative of ‘cannabis as dangerous drug’ espoused by the interviewed 
NDLEA officials, although some farmers also shared the view that 
cannabis is potentially harmful to youths.

Narratives of resistance and the status-quo

Compared to narratives of reform, narratives of resistance to policy 
reforms were much less nuanced. Resistance was often voiced by policy 
officials, reflecting the more hegemonic conservative narrative 
(‘cannabis as dangerous drug’). The NDLEA has long aimed to suppress 
nuanced discussions on cannabis policy in Nigeria (Klantschnig, 2013, 
2016). Our interviews suggest that this aim is pursued at the discursive 
level through a hegemonic narrative that disingenuously blames the 
cultivation, distribution and use of cannabis for the myriad socioeco
nomic, security and health challenges confronting Nigeria, while 
muffling alternative narratives especially those that emphasise the 
economic benefits of cannabis (‘cannabis as cash crop’). The following 
excerpt from our field notes about a meeting with NDLEA officials 
captures this hegemonic narrative and offers a clue to the underlying 
institutional dynamics: 

It was apparent from the verbal and non-verbal expressions of the 
NDLEA officers that they were totally against the liberalisation of 
cannabis policy either for medicinal or recreational purposes. The 
Zonal Commander stated that Nigeria cannot afford to decriminalise 
cannabis production, distribution and use … The Commander 
further reiterated that legalising cannabis in Nigeria is a dangerous 
idea and the country is not ready for it because Nigeria is ‘not 
mature’ and licensed individuals could default in adhering to the 
new legal rules. They could abuse liberalisation and cultivate 
cannabis beyond the stipulated amount, and this will spell doom for 
the country. Legalisation of cannabis will definitely create more 
problems for agencies in charge of drug use and regulation. The 
agencies will find it difficult to differentiate between the legal/me
dicinal production of cannabis and the recreational which has 
already created immense socioeconomic problems and challenges for 
the country. (Field notes, 2 August 2022)

As seen in this excerpt, which reflects a view widely held among 
interviewed policy officials, the criminalisation of cannabis cultivation, 
distribution and use is seen as an imperative due to the ‘immense so
cioeconomic problems and challenges’ that cannabis is thought to have 

created for Nigeria. The narrative of ‘cannabis as dangerous drug’ 
evident in this excerpt occludes the perspectives of market insiders, 
which tell a different story from that of policy officials (Nelson, 2023). 
Also, what this excerpt does not say is that cannabis policy liberalisation 
would threaten the drug agency’s institutional survival through poten
tially curtailing the NDLEA’s mandate, which is the enforcement of laws 
against cannabis market insiders.

Interviews captured contestations between the conservative narra
tive propagated by most NDLEA officials and the reform narratives 
described in the previous section. This came to a head in a highly pub
licised, though short-lived, debate on cannabis policy reform in Nigeria 
championed by some politicians and NGO activists in 2021. The activists 
advocated for the liberalisation of cannabis policy so Nigeria could 
benefit economically from the cannabis plant already grown throughout 
the country. The NDLEA’s response to the reform narrative was to 
reinforce the conservative narrative of ‘cannabis as dangerous drug’, 
which helped to uphold the policy status quo. According to a senior 
NDLEA official: 

You saw the resistance we put up when the issue of legalising 
cannabis came up. There were spirited attempts, efforts even by 
people in government, especially in the legislative arm of govern
ment in Nigeria here. Last year it was a huge campaign, but then we 
stood our ground because of what we have established to be the 
strong nexus between the problem of drug abuse and the security 
challenges we have in parts of the country, across the country … 
Because these are conclusions based on empirical evidence because 
we have seen people who have gone into the camps of these criminal 
elements [criminal groups] seeing them popping pills, injecting 
substances into their blood, smoking cannabis almost 24/7. And we 
have also seen them make confessions that if there is anything they 
fear, it is not the absence of food, it is not the absence of arms and 
ammunition but the absence of drugs. (NDLEA officer)

The official here claims that the NDLEA’s ‘resistance’ to policy lib
eralisation is based on ‘empirical evidence’ linking violent crimes, 
especially terrorist activities in Northern Nigeria, to cannabis use. This is 
a familiar storyline in institutional narratives, where a problem (violent 
crimes, armed conflicts) is linked to drug use (armed actors intoxicated 
with drugs) to justify particular policy solutions (continued criminal
isation of cannabis) (Nelson, 2021). This was a common narrative 
among interviewed policy officials, exemplified by this comment from 
another official: 

Well, because they are trying to push the argument of the economic 
benefits and we countered that by saying if this substance stands as 
the most abused in the country today, and given the prevalence of its 
use, the nexus between it and security challenges, then we cannot 
afford to just consider the economic benefits alone without consid
ering the public health challenge it poses. And we went further to 
argue that whatever economic benefit might accrue, if any at all, [it] 
would be swallowed by the public health challenges. Because if we 
are probably realising 10 billion Naira annually from exporting this, 
we would probably be spending 100 billion to build rehab centres 
and treating addiction all over the country, which is something that 
resonates with people because they know the harm this is causing in 
a lot of homes and families and across communities in the country. 
(NDLEA officer)

Here, the public health and security challenges attributed to 
cannabis use, and its associated economic cost, is referenced to counter 
the potential economic benefits of legal cannabis markets. This narrative 
runs contrary to the perspectives and experiences of the vast majority of 
market insiders, including consumers (Nelson, 2023; Nelson & Nnam, 
2024). Nevertheless, the ‘cannabis as dangerous drug’ narrative has 
become hegemonic because it resonates with popular views on drugs in 
Nigeria and often goes unquestioned (see Nelson et al., 2024). An 
NDLEA official stated: 
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But you know recently we have seen medicinal cannabis and that 
people are saying Nigeria should also come and start growing me
dicinal cannabis and so that instead of just destroying [it], we can 
make a lot of money. In fact, they were comparing that it can give 
you as much money as crude oil does. But the danger is in a society 
like this where you’re already battling this cannabis problem, how 
are you sure who is growing what? Control becomes an issue and that 
you also end up with the problem of everybody abandoning cash 
crops to go into cannabis, medicinal cannabis, for the money 
involved. And then you may come back and you are running from 
one security problem, and you may get into another security 
[problem]. It will actually affect full [national] security in Nigeria. 
(NDLEA officer)

In this quote, apocalyptic imaginaries are invoked to counter the 
calls for cannabis policy reforms. Illegal markets exist alongside legal 
ones in many places across the world where legal cannabis markets have 
emerged, and there is no evidence that the kind of catastrophic security 
outcomes indicated in this quote have eventuated. This further reveals 
the rupture between the hegemonic narrative espoused by most policy 
officials and the lived realities of most market insiders.

Finally, where some of the interviewed policy officials tried to come 
to terms with reform impetus, they often represented such reform as a 
futuristic concern dependent on the availability of better evidence. This 
was an interesting twist in policy officials’ narratives, illustrating how 
‘evidence’ on the ground is subordinated to dominant logics and insti
tutional agendas. An NDLEA official, expressing an institutional posi
tion, stated: 

Maybe further research will bring them down [reveal cannabis’ 
benefits], you understand. But if you look at most cases, most psy
chotic cases in Nigeria, [they] are cannabis-induced and so why do 
you want to grow cannabis here, giving license to those bad guys? 
And they will think that they have the freedom to do what they like. 
We may end up, we do not have advanced medicare, we don’t have 
the facilities to handle those cases, in case people go on. I think 
cannabis, medicinal cannabis, may be a topic for the future and 
maybe government will look at it in the long run. But it seems the 
request is becoming persistent. (NDLEA officer)

As explained earlier and shown in this quote, one of the ways the 
NDLEA has dealt with the ‘persistent’ calls for cannabis policy reforms is 
to represent them as a futuristic concern. This may be part of the reason 
cannabis policy has remained unchanged although reforms have 
occurred in other areas of drug policy (e.g. harm reduction).

Discussion

This article presents narratives from Nigerian cannabis market in
siders, policy officials and NGO activists that reveal nuanced, but con
trasting, constructions of cannabis and cannabis policy in the context of 
a highly polarised and adversarial debate (MacGregor, 2013; Hughes 
et al., 2017). On one hand, and while not dismissing potential health and 
social harms associated with cannabis use, the narratives of nearly all 
interviewed market insiders emphasised the economic and medicinal 
benefits of cannabis and supported more equity-based approaches to 
cannabis regulation, that would secure the livelihoods of farmers and 
traders while protecting public health. On the other hand, most policy 
officials stressed the health and social harms attributed to the wide
spread production and consumption of cannabis. While alluding to the 
economic drivers of illegal cannabis farming and trade, and accommo
dating tokenistic reforms based on a framing of ‘global best practices’, 
their narratives nevertheless reinforced the existing prohibitionist 
approach to the control of cannabis. Although the need for policy change 
was recognised by all interviewees, policy officials were only open to 
piecemeal adoptions of reforms and strongly resisted substantive 
changes. As such, Nigeria’s cannabis policy debate, as represented in our 

data, remained a highly polarised ‘battlefield’ with little room for 
manoeuvre on either side (MacGregor, 2013). We argue that narrative 
tussle, characterised by diversity of narratives and the hegemony of 
some over others, is one, under-explored, way of explaining the stale
mate in cannabis policy reform in Nigeria.

Contestations between policy narratives described in this study 
contribute to and help to further develop the literature on social con
structions of drug problems, policy framings and narratives (Elliot & 
Chapman, 2000; Fraser & Moore, 2011; Fitzgerald, 2013; Lancaster & 
Ritter, 2014; Clarke, 2016; Kholind et al., 2016), in an under-researched 
West African context. We do this through demonstrating how contrast
ing constructions of cannabis and framings of policy problems enact 
different social meanings and policy solutions that reflect the ideological 
positions and interests of different actors. Building on MacGregor’s 
(2013) work that indicated how over-arching narratives of ‘drugs as 
dangerous’ dominate in British policy making, we show how particular 
narratives or framings dominate and continue to shape policy despite 
the existence of diverse narratives, including counter-narratives. Spe
cifically, the study shows how a hegemonic conservative narrative, 
anchored on distinctive framings of cannabis, helps, along with other 
institutional and political factors such as normative pressures from the 
international drug control system (Bewley-Taylor, 2012; Klantschnig, 
2013), to uphold the policy status quo and impedes substantive changes. 
Specifically, this narrative, which reflects popular perceptions of drugs, 
has been effective as it co-opts and contains alternative narratives. This 
hegemonic narrative, expressed in the views of most policy officials, has 
a powerful effect on cannabis policy because it intersects with wider 
social meanings and institutional interests related to drugs (see also 
Elliot & Chapman, 2000; MacGregor, 2013). The study, therefore, adds 
to the literature by highlighting how institutional and political interests 
are inter-linked with narratives and policy debates, thus situating policy 
narratives within broader power dynamics.

As shown in the accounts presented in this study, three important 
frames characterise the hegemonic conservative narrative evident in 
policy officials’ views. The first is the ‘global best practices’ frame. In 
practice, this involves the selective adoption of policy reform measures, 
such as alternatives to incarceration for minor drug-related offences (e. 
g. cannabis use), an approach promoted in the Nigerian drug policy 
environment by the UNODC and Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS) putatively to create a balance between supply control 
and demand reduction (ECOWAS, 2024). Another example is what most 
policy officials referred to as ‘alternative development’, which in prac
tice is crop-substitution. These crop-substitution schemes, supported 
through funding from European donors, aim to facilitate the transition 
to legal cash crop farming as an alternative means of livelihoods for local 
cannabis farmers (Federal Ministry of Budget & Economic Planning, 
Nigeria, 2021). These reform measures are tokenistic since they entail 
the piecemeal adoption of alternative approaches without any signifi
cant alteration of the existing policy framework. This may be seen, for 
example, in how alternative development marries crop-substitution to 
cannabis eradication campaigns, thus putting reforms in the service of 
legal prohibition. Overall, the ‘global best practices’ frame helps to 
portray Nigeria’s drug policy as being compliant with international 
standards and evidence, while masking entrenched enforcement-based 
approaches and strong resistance to substantive policy change.

Another key frame within the hegemonic conservative narrative on 
cannabis policy is ‘cannabis as dangerous drug’. This framing portrays 
cannabis as a singular and unmediated causal agent for the security and 
public health issues facing Nigeria, flatly ignoring the complexities and 
nuances of the drugs-development nexus (Gootenberg, 2020; Nelson, 
2024b), and the well-documented socioeconomic and medicinal benefits 
of cannabis, which the reform narratives emphasised. This further 
highlights the ideological character of the hegemonic narrative, 
revealing its role in perpetuating the policy status quo. As the data 
presented has shown, policy officials used the ‘cannabis as dangerous 
drug’ frame strategically and at times pro-actively to counter the reform 
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narratives championed by NGO activists and some politicians, who 
emphasised the economic and medicinal benefits of cannabis and called 
for the liberalisation of cannabis policy. This was most clearly evidenced 
through the countering of the 2021 policy reform campaigns, yet, the 
use of this dominant narrative can also be observed through the almost 
daily reproductions of NDLEA press releases in the national media 
(Klantschnig, 2013). As the data presented also showed, this framing 
was influential in the public debate because it resonated with popular 
perceptions and media portrayals of drugs, especially cannabis (Nelson, 
2022; Nelson et al., 2024). This further corroborates our point that the 
hegemony of the conservative narrative and its sociocultural resonance 
are important contributing factors to cannabis policy stasis. In addition, 
we argue that the maintenance of policy stasis can be seen as a dynamic 
process, pro-actively reproduced through the narrative strategies of 
powerful policy actors.

Thirdly, the conservative narrative frames policy reforms (including 
cannabis legalisation) as a futuristic concern, rather than an issue of 
contemporary relevance. As the interview data here showed, policy re
forms are seen as contingent on availability of the evidence supposedly 
needed to determine the potential effects of cannabis legalisation on 
public health, as if there was no research available on these issues. As 
such, this framing confirms past studies stressing the relative insignifi
cance of research evidence in drug policymaking and reform 
(MacGregor, 2013; Hughes et al., 2017). In addition, this framing, which 
discursively postpones policy reforms to an indefinite future where 
conditions would be more favourable, shows again the rupture between 
the perspectives of most policy officials and those of cannabis farmers 
and traders.

In contrast, most market insiders with lived experience of illegal 
cannabis cultivation and trade were emphatic when describing the 
immediacy of the benefits of cannabis (Nelson & Klantschnig, 2025; 
Nelson, 2023), and the urgent need to reform policy to remove the 
structural impediments to livelihoods for local communities. Alternative 
development, while not a promising policy strategy (Buxton, 2015), may 
be seen as one of the ways policy officials are attempting to respond to 
this urgent need, indicating that the socioeconomic problems to which 
the illegal cannabis economy speaks are pressing and should not be 
ignored or postponed. As previous studies in Africa and elsewhere have 
shown, cannabis cultivation plays a major role in the livelihoods of local 
communities, providing a lifeline for the poor in economic difficulties 
(Bloomer, 2009; Carrier & Klantschnig, 2016; Kepe, 2003; Rusenga 
et al., 2024a). Our study confirms this critical role of cannabis and also 
shows that Nigeria’s drug policy, including its recent emphasis on 
alternative development, is insufficiently attuned to the realities of 
poverty driving illegal cannabis markets.

Furthermore, illegal market actors and NGO activists were keenly 
aware of the economic and livelihood significance of cannabis and their 
counter-narratives reflected this awareness. Framing cannabis farming 
and trade as an important income and livelihood-generating activity, 
market insiders’ narratives supported policy reforms, including 
cannabis legalisation. Of interest here is how they framed cannabis 
legalisation as freedom from repression and law enforcement, contrary 
to the conservative narratives of policy officials. They also highlighted 
potential impediments to participation in the legal cannabis market for 
currently illegal farmers and traders, and the importance of equity-based 
approaches to market reform. In other African as well as in Latin 
American countries where cannabis has been legalised for medicinal and 
recreational purposes, concerns have been expressed about structural 
inequities, especially in regard to licensing and the full participation of 
traditional cannabis farmers (Dube et al., 2023; Manu et al., 2021; 
Perreira, 2022; Rusenga et al., 2024a). Our study indicates that Nigerian 
cannabis farmers and traders are not naïve regarding the potential 
drawbacks of cannabis legalisation. Elsewhere we have described an 
overlap between legal cash crop production and illegal cannabis 
farming, and how experiences in the former indicate that legal cannabis 
economies too are potentially fraught with inequities (Nelson & 

Klantschnig, 2025). This awareness helped to nuance most market in
siders’ perspectives on policy reforms, producing more tempered reform 
narratives that are attuned to the real-world consequences of legal 
reforms.

In fact, our analysis of drug policy narratives showed the great di
versity and nuance of counter-narratives opposed to dominant views 
promoted by policy officials. These counter-narratives indicated strong 
demand for better developed and locally relevant cannabis policy re
forms, which have received little attention in domestic policy debates 
and in research on drug policy in Africa up till now. As such, our study 
shows that even in highly centralised and exclusive policy settings with a 
prevailing conservative outlook on drugs, such as Nigeria, counter- 
narratives exist and can pose a challenge to existing policy and the 
(hegemonic) narratives that uphold it, at least on the discursive level. 
Yet, these more nuanced counter-narratives still remained muffled by 
the hegemonic narratives promoted by most policy officials, at least 
within the narrower political debate on drug policy.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Nigerian case highlights the important role of 
narratives, particularly hegemonic ones, in drug policy debates. It shows 
how they intersect with institutional, political and ideological dynamics 
and how they have contributed to the maintenance of policy stasis. 
While few other studies have explored the role of drug policy narratives 
in African contexts, similar studies in other contexts are destined to 
produce important insights into the role of narratives and their contri
bution to policy change and stasis. The norm in most African countries 
remains cannabis policy stasis (Carrier & Klantschnig, 2022), so con
servative hegemonic narratives potentially play an important role in 
these contexts as well. In countries where cannabis liberalisations have 
taken place, as in Ghana and Zimbabwe (Tagziria et al., 2023; Rusenga 
et al., 2024a), these dominant narratives on cannabis have been to some 
extent successfully contested by alternative narratives, such as ‘cannabis 
as cash crop’. However, the relatively bounded nature of cannabis policy 
reforms in Ghana and Zimbabwe (e.g. legal medicinal and industrial 
production is primarily restricted for export markets), can arguably also 
in part be attributed to the persisting influence of conservative narra
tives of cannabis, as in Nigeria. The exact role of these narratives in other 
African countries still needs to be examined in future research.

While the aim of this article was not to compare the role of narratives 
and hegemonic narratives across countries (Decorte et al., 2020; Seddon 
& Floodgate, 2020), there is clear potential for such comparisons based 
on the insights from the Nigerian case. Such comparative research can 
help in understanding how dominant narratives are sustained or dis
rupted in different socio-political contexts, as well as identify patterns 
on how policy stasis and reform unfolds. Furthermore, a comparative 
approach can help to reveal the degree to which policy trajectories are 
shaped by historical and institutional dynamics, international and do
mestic interests, as well as localised cultural factors, a mix of which we 
saw at play in Nigeria. They can also provide a foundation for 
cross-country learning on policy narratives, where lessons learnt from 
reform-supportive environments may inform campaigns in more 
reform-resistant settings, such as Nigeria. Ultimately, it will help 
contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the political economy of 
drug policy and reform in Africa.

Nonetheless, the aim of this contribution to the emerging literature 
and practice of drug policy narratives was not to claim that conservative 
hegemonic narratives are the main and only drivers of policy stasis and 
change. Instead, we have shown that varied (even though marginalised) 
narratives on cannabis and related policy reform exist in Nigeria, 
reflecting strong bottom-up demand for policy reform. We also argued 
that narratives – whether marginalised or dominant – need to be un
derstood in their institutional, political and local contexts. Essentially, 
our aim has been to redirect attention to the important role of narratives 
and how they have helped to perpetuate drug policy stasis and 
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prohibition. We believe that the analysis of these narratives and their 
functioning in Nigeria and beyond not only broadens our understanding 
of policy change and stasis but also provides a strong basis for advocacy 
to challenge prohibition and the harms it continues to cause.
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