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...drugs from the left field

by Harry Shapiro

Good stigma: an oxymoron

The evil that is in the world almost always
comes of ignorance, and good intentions may
do as much harm as malevolence if they lack
understanding.

ALBERT CAMUS, The Plague

A debate has sprung up, chiefly within
the letter pages of Drink and Drugs News,
around the effects of what is being called
‘bad’ stigma (people being shunned
because they have drug problems) and
‘good’ stigma (ensuring drugs are not
seen as a cool or sensible option).

Some have argued that while ‘bad’
stigma should be challenged, there
is little harm in ‘good’ stigma being
maintained.

There is however, no evidence that
any kind of stigma deters large numbers
of people from using drugs. Fear of
health risks, certainly. The law, maybe.
But not stigma.

Moreover, society at large, buoyed
and encouraged by a voracious media,
makes no differentiation between the
drugs themselves and those who use
them. So inevitably, any stigma directed
against drugs — inanimate objects which
cannot feel guilt, shame or suffer from
lack of self-esteem - is automatically and
inevitably visited upon drug users. And
those with the most intractable problems
suffer the most.

The demonisation of the chronic
drug user runs deep in society, taking
us way beyond any notion of illegality
and into the realm of the archetypal
scapegoat. There is a tradition going
back into antiquity of — quite literally —
burdening a goat with the sins of the city
and sending it out into the wilderness
to appease the gods. In Ancient Greece,
the word for scapegoat was, interestingly,
‘pharmakos’, a slave who was exiled
from the city during times of plague,
famine or other crisis. Some evidence
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suggests these unfortunates were
actually executed rather than simply
kicked out.
Over time, other groups have
been marked out for stigma and
discrimination, among them lepers,
witches and Jewish communities.
But few in modern society have been
the subject of quite so much public
opprobrium as the injecting drug user.
During the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, powerful Temperance and
religious groups in the USA and Britain
constructed an image of the alcoholic as
a victim of the ‘demon drink’.

But the injecting drug user was not
a victim, rather ‘a dope fiend’, in other
words, the demon was resident in the
person - so they were by definition evil
and to be shunned. The fear of the drug
user was strongly linked to the collective
unconscious fear of the unknown and
the supernatural.

The earliest days of the tabloid
press in the States were full of lurid
illustrations of the drug threat depicted
as demons, skeletons, the Grim Reaper
and so on. It was no coincidence that the
popular cinematic image of the vampire
as the outsider, the eternal wanderer of
the night, the living dead, injecting its
fangs into others to draw blood and pass
on the plague was born with the German
Expressionist film ‘Nosferatu’, produced
at a time of rampant morphine and
cocaine use in Berlin.

So what? Well, a cursory perusal of
the tabloid press will reveal expressions
of revulsion against drug users that
could have been written a hundred years
ago. The press would claim that they are
simply reflecting popular feelings — and
they would be right.

Very occasionally the death of a
young, white (and usually female) drug
user might elicit some sympathetic
coverage - the promising life cut short
- etc. But by and large, the chronic drug
user is still shunned and excluded,
feared and abused. And not just by the
media; there are plenty of those in the
so-called caring professions who should
take a good look at their attitudes to
those for whom dignity and respect can
be a lifeline.

So while we might want generally to
dissuade people from trying drugs, our
first priority has to be the health and
wellbeing of those who, in many subtle
and destructive ways, are left on the
outside looking in.
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