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How does the state you live in regulate marijuana use?
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Figure 3.1  n  State Differences in Marijuana Laws and Policies

Source: 6 facts about marijuana. Pew Research Center, Washington, DC (April, 2015) http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/04/14/6-facts-about-
marijuana/.

Criminal law also includes statutes passed by the U.S. Congress or state legislatures. In 
short, statutory law is written and enacted by the legislature. A statute, for example, provides 
penalties for attempted tax evasion or price fixing. Statutes contain procedural and substan-
tive law and, in some cases, may address legal procedure. In some jurisdictions, courts have 
passed rules of criminal procedure allowing jurors to ask questions during criminal trials. 
While this is a common procedure in civil court, defense and prosecution lawyers object to 
jury participation in criminal trials. Ordinances are municipalities’ statutes and include the 
written legislative enactments of counties, cities, and towns. Ordinances are limited and can-
not invade the providence of the state in larger concerns. Driving under the influence is a 
statewide concern, and municipality ordinances are limited statutes enacted by smaller juris-
dictions. Ordinances typically deal with matters of local concern, such as zoning, disturbing 
the peace, dogs without leashes, and traffic control within the municipality.

Case law is based on previous court decisions, also known as precedent. The legal principle 
of stare decisis, Latin for “let the decision stand,” establishes prior case decisions as binding 
precedent. The important, though at times hindering, aspects of precedent are often portrayed 
in landmark cases decided by the U.S. Supreme Court. A landmark case establishes precedent 
that markedly changes the interpretation of the law or establishes new case law. In 1857, the 
Supreme Court’s decision in the Dred Scott case found that people of African descent were nei-
ther U.S. citizens nor protected by the Constitution.13 This precedent held until the Fourteenth 
Amendment was adopted in 1868, which established equal protection under the law.


