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The terms “hemp” vs “marijuana” vs
“cannabis”

There are hundreds of terms used to refer to the cannabis plant and its products. The most common
terms you are likely to hear in North America are “hemp,” “marijuana,” and “cannabis.”

The 2018 Farm Bill helped to establish the “official” definition of hemp by limiting the delta-9
tetrahydrocannabinol, or delta-9 THC content of hemp to no more than 0.3%. Hemp is generally used
to create products such as paper, clothing, plastic, and food products. The earth-friendly nature and
sustainability of hemp make it a popular alternative to many other crops. Hemp is naturally resistant
to pests (meaning fewer pesticides and herbicides are used in the growing process), it is one of the
few crops that is capable of carbon sequestration by capturing and storing carbon dioxide, it requires
minimal irrigation, and hemp is ideal for sustainable crop rotation practices.1

Additionally, hemp is considered a regenerative crop due to its ability to reverse the effects of
chemical pollution and decarbonization to improve topsoil health and its ability to reduce soil erosion
and loss.2 Recently, constituents of hemp have been used to create delta-8, which is a popular
intoxicant derived from hemp. For more on delta-8 and its impact, click here. 

‘Marijuana’ (or marihuana) was used to describe raw, smoked cannabis in Mexico since the 1840s.
Despite the fact that the term “cannabis” had appeared on labels and in medical preparations in
pharmacies during that time, the term marijuana was also introduced. It began when U.S. newspapers
published English-language versions of articles that were being printed in Mexico that sensationalized
crimes committed by people who were high on marijuana. Unfortunately, even before its common use
in the United States, the term had a bad reputation in Mexico because it was associated with “lower
class” Mexicans such as prisoners and soldiers.3 Those same negative connotations carried over into
the U.S. and became part of the messaging related to marijuana as the federal government switched
from alcohol to cannabis prohibition. Today, some view the term as controversial or racist because of
this history of use.  

Cannabis Sativa L is the scientific name for the plant, from which marijuana is derived, and
“cannabis” as a term is often used as an alternative to “marijuana.” When medical marijuana
legalization was being considered in Illinois in 2013, this is the term that lawmakers used in the bill
because lawmakers were often uncomfortable using the term marijuana and wanted to instead use
the scientific name.4 Today, “cannabis” is the preferred term for most lawmakers and those in the
industry. Recently-published rules by the Associated Press (long a standard for news stories)  indicate
that cannabis and marijuana can be used interchangeably. 

However, a recent trend among reformers is to use the term “marijuana” to refer to cannabis with a
high amount of delta-9 tetrahydrocannabinol or delta-9 THC,5 “hemp” as cannabis with only trace
amounts of delta-9 (consistent with the federal definition of hemp6),  and “cannabis” is used to refer
to all varieties. Unfortunately things may be confusing for a while as terminology settles. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YRqL2epuCs26sPYj2oBAM_DRVmW6YOE7hKLlY9XPv44/edit?usp=sharing
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