news analysis

eefer Madness, a 1936 anti-
R marijuana propaganda film,

begins with a high school
principal warning parents against
the dangers of marijuana. The
action follows his story of a group
of students whose lives swiftly
descend into mayhem and murder
after they smoke ‘reefers’ and listen
to jazz. By the end of the
cautionary tale, Jimmy has run
down and killed a pedestrian, Jack
has shot Mary, Ralph has gone
insane and beaten Jack to death
and Blanche has killed herself. The
documentary-style film was
released by the US government a
year before new anti-cannabis laws
were introduced by Commissioner
of Narcotics Harry J Anslinger, who
told Congress: “If the hideous
monster Frankenstein came face to
face with the monster marijuana
he would drop dead of fright.”

SUICIDE AND MURDER

The black and white film has since
become an unintended cult
comedy hit among students. But
not everyone is laughing. The
reclassification of the drug under
the Misuse of Drugs Act from Class
B to C in January came hand in
hand with a wave of surprising
claims about the effects of
cannabis. A posse of judges,
coroners, pathologists,
psychiatrists appearing as ‘expert
witnesses’ and barristers were
rounded up by the media, pressure
groups and politicians to repeat the
grim warnings of the high school
principal in Reefer Madness: that
smoking cannabis breeds suicide
and murder.

On 15 January the Press
Association (PA) sent out a story
over the wires with the headline
‘CANNABIS ADDICT SHOT
‘NEIGHBOUR DEAD OVER HEDGE
DISPUTE'. Lincoln coroner Roger
Atkinson had told an inquest, and
attendant reporters, that the
attack, carried out by Robert
Dickenson while he was drunk and
after smoking cannabis, was “the
worst case | have come across of
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the return of reefer madness

somebody under the influence of
cannabis...this case demonstrates
how devastating its effects can be” —
an irresistible story for several
national newspapers only two weeks
before the change in cannabis laws.
When Druglink contacted his office,
Mr Atkinson refused to substantiate
his claims about the influence of
cannabis on Dickenson, who was
found hanged in his cell a week after
he was charged with murder.

The PA headline will be familiar
to readers of the Daily Mail, who, in
the past 18 months, have been told
that cannabis was to blame for a
vampire fantasist who drank the
blood and ate the heart of his 90-
year-old victim, a father smothering
his baby son, a teenager
slaughtering a motorist while
dressed as a samurai sword-wielding
ninja, a daughter bludgeoning her
father to death with a poker, two
crack addicted teenagers punching
to death a baby and a mental patient

strangling his former lover. opposite: the

Despite the declared opposition 1936 poster
of the Mail to the relaxation of advertising
cannabis laws, these kind of Reefer Madness.
headlines are not just pulled outof  below: the

the ether in support of an editorial
line. They are gleaned from defence
barristers who suggest their client’s
judgement was clouded by
smoking
cannabis
as part of a
diminished
responsibility
plea, judges
who point the
finger at
cannabis use as a
way of explaining
motiveless crimes
and coroners who

Daily Mail vents
its fury

Life for church-going youth whe killed milkman with ‘inexplicable savag

Samurai
fuelled by cannabis

choose to highlight an offender’s
marijuana intoxication over alcohol
abuse or mental disorders.

Mrs Justice Heather Hallett
inspired the headline JUDGE IN
CANNABIS ATTACK AS SHE JAILS
DOUBLE KILLER ' after jailing a
paranoid schizophrenic who had
bludgeoned to death his
grandmother and aunt: “I do
hope that your behaviour that
night was not triggered by
your use of illegal drugs all
those years ago,” she said.
“It would not be the first
time that the use of
apparently harmless drugs
such as cannabis has led
to a fearful explosion of
violence.” Yet Justice
Hallett’s conjecture was
based purely on the fact the
murderer had a history of smoking
cannabis and that the police
could not find a motive.

BUNKING THE MYTH
Evidence that cannabis can cause
mental health problems among a
small number of heavy users is well
documented and strong. But there is
little evidence to back claims that the
drug, or its contribution to a decline
in people’s mental health, can itself
trigger suicide and violence. Virtually
every study carried out in the last 45
vears debunks the myth that cannabis
causes violence.

The US National Commission on
Marijuana and Drug Abuse concluded
in its 1973 report, Marijuana: A Signal
of Misunderstanding: “In sum, the
weight of the evidence is that
marijuana does not cause violent
or aggressive behaviour,

Marijuana-induced relaxation of
inhibitions is not ordinarily
accompanied by an exaggeration
of aggressive tendencies.” This
‘ view is supported by the White
. House Conference on Narcotics

: - ~ 1\ 1962 and the President’s

Commission on Law

murderel



Enforcement 1967. The Relationship
Between Cannabis and Violence, a
1977 paper published by US
toxicology expert Ernest Abel,
concluded that the effects of
cannabis are sedative and do not
generate aggression. The dominant
role of alcohol as a cause of violent
behaviour compared to all other
drugs was summed up in
Psychoactive Substances and Violence,
a 1994 report conducted by the US
Justice Information Center. It said:
“Of all psychoactive substances
alcohol is the only one whose
consumption has been shown to
commonly increase aggression.
After large doses of amphetamines,
cocaine, LDS and PCP certain
individuals may experience violent
outbursts, probably because of pre-
existing psychosis.” The report does
not even bother to include cannabis
in the list of potentially violence-
inducing substances.

MISREPRESENTED

Two of the most recent studies into
the links between cannabis, mental
health and violence, carried out
among 1,000 young adults in New

Zealand and
published in 2000 and
" 2002, have been used as
' major planks in the
' cannabis causes aggression
/ argument. Yet Dr Louise
Arseneault, the lead author
© on both studies, told
Druglink her work has been
misrepresented. “We found
that people dependent on
cannabis were more likely to
commit violent crime. But to say
our studies showed that cannabis
itself caused violence is wrong. We
found it was not the substance that
caused the violence, it was because
heavy users were more likely to have
a history of anti-social behaviour,
bad parenting, failure at school,
thieving and involvement in the
illegal drug market. It is not because
of consumption, it’s because of past
history.”

Dr Arseneault’s studies found
cannabis dependence increased
psychotic symptoms, but did not
highten the likelihood of committing
violent crime. “To say that the
paranoia created by smoking
cannabis makes you more likely to
be violent is a very big claim,” she
says, “there is no evidence for this.”

The only study to buck the trend
and make a direct link between
cannabis and violence was carried
out in Switzerland among 12 heavy
cannabis users who committed
violent crimes under the influence of
the drug. Cannabis and Violent
Crime, published last year,
concluded that “in certain
predisposed subjects and in certain
circumstances, cannabis intoxication
can lead to episodes of extremely
violent, unpredictable behaviour”.
The study found that in each of the
12 case histories, the act of violence
did not occur in the context of the
usual, sedative effect of the drug,
but during “an exceptional,
cannabis-induced confused
psychotic state”.

BEHIND CLOS

A spokesman for the mental health
charity Mind said: “We have no

If the hideous monster
Frankenstein came face to face
with the monster marijuana he
would drop dead of fright.

proof at all of a direct link between
the immediate disorientation caused
by cannabis and violent behaviour.
If anything, the average user is
unlikely to venture far beyond their
front door, if they do over-indulge
and suffer from paranoia.

“It’s true that people who use a
lot of cannabis are statistically
more likely to be convicted of
violent crime, but there is a very
complex web of factors at work
here. These tend to be people
caught up in criminal activities,
thanks to their contact with the
drug world, so they may be violent
anyway, or simply more visible to
the police. There is, however,
absolutely no evidence that
cannabis itself causes violent
behaviour.”

The link between cannabis,
suicide and even overdoses has also
made a comeback. A week before
the drug’s reclassification a coroner
in Wales announced the world’s first
cannabis overdose. Heavy user Lee
Maisey, according to coroner
Michael Howells, died of “cannabis
toxicity” because high levels of
cannabinoids were found in his
blood. And in November last year
Britain’s most senior coroner
Hamish Turner blamed the drug on
hundreds of deaths recorded as
accidents or suicides each year.
“Cannabis is as dangerous as any
other drug and people must
understand that it kills,” he said. But
research into the link between
cannabis and suicide has failed to
find such a strong connection.
Cannabis Abuse and Serious Suicide
Attempts, a New Zealand study
published in 1999, found the drug
was not itself a cause of suicide, but
was used by suicide victims who
came from disadvantaged
backgrounds and mental disorders.

While Harry J Anslinger’s
“monster marijuana” can certainly
be blamed for a deterioration in the
mental health in some users, its
power as the driving force behind an
endless string of murders and
suicides is at present the stuff
of fiction. M
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