DRUGS IN THE MEDIA

“Myth-representation

Drugs give newspapers and TV shows the
perfect chance to stereotype, vilify and

sensationalise. But, says columnist
Roy Greenslade, the media’s handling of

drugs issues is doing more harm than good

HERE are many complex dilemmas that are,

to a popular newspaper editor, so

straightforward that the solutions do not

require a second thought. Among the most

glaringly obvious is the matter of drugs. It’s
just common sense, isn't it? All drugs are evil. They lead
to criminality. They screw up the people who use them.
They threaten the orderliness of our society. The people
who supply them are scum.

Buying, possessing and taking drugs are criminal
activities. Papers exist to inform the public and exposing
crime is in the public interest. Therefore, reporting on
drugs and campaigning against their use is part of our
job. Simple as that. QED.

Well, let’s take a deep breath and try to put that
simplistic rationale into some kind of perspective. But,
first, a mea culpa. I was a tabloid journalist for many
years and eventually edited the Daily Mirror, so the mind-
set I have just described, even if something of a pastiche,
is not a million miles from the one that informed my
knee-jerk response to the reporting of drugs.

DEVIANTS

But some sixteen years later, during which I have
studied the press continuously, I am now able to
understand the frames of reference that narrow the
minds of the tabloids and, by extension, the minds of
their audiences.

The most pervasive assumption among journalists is
that there is an ideal person (existing, incidentally,
within an ideal family) who lives life according to a set
of supposedly commonsensical values that are
composed of all sorts of idealised notions, notably hard
work, thrift, monogamy; respect for the law, cleanliness,
good manners and even sobriety.

It doesn’t matter that few people, including their
readers, fit this picture of perfection. It is a stereotype of a
‘normal’ person that acts as the springboard for editorial
decision-making and underpins those mysterious
assumptions journalists like to call ‘news values’.

It follows that people who live by different rules, or
espouse a different code of conduct, are viewed by
editors as deviant, and there are few more classic
examples of deviant behaviour than the use of drugs.
Drug-taking and all the activities connected to it — most
obviously, smuggling and dealing ~ threaten the rule of

deviants, we have tended to exacerbate society’s drug
‘problems’ rather than helped to cure them and, in so
doing, have failed the public we claim to act for? If so,
have we also made it less possible to influence people
because so many of them who have, to use one of the
many loaded words that bedevil this subject, ‘flirted’ with
drugs, know that we have failed them?

That said, I come from a 1950s generation that was
largely drug-free (discounting cigarettes and alcohol, of
course). In my final years at secondary school I heard
about mods taking amphetamines, such as purple hearts
and dexies, but it wasn’t until long after I had left school
to work as a reporter that newspapers started the first of
their many moral panics over drugs.

MYTH-MAKING
From the middle of the 1960s onwards it has been a
roller coaster ride, with the media ‘discovering’ new
forms of evil at regular intervals, starting with cannabis
and progressing through heroin, LSD, speed, cocaine,
ecstasy and all manner of combinations and spin-offs.
None of this occurred in isolation. From the beginning,
the police and successive governments played their parts
in the panics too.

Indeed, it is impossible to analyse
why media coverage of drugs has
been so wayward unless we
understand the inter-relationship
between press, police and politicians.
Each of these institutions, working in
a loose partnership, tend to cloud the
issue, creating myths rather than
informing the public about reality.

I seem to recall that the myth-
making started out early. Cannabis,
for example, was regarded as a drug
originally enjoyed by West Indian
immigrants who then seduced young
whites into becoming ‘addicts’. Seen
from hindsight, the racist agenda is
obvious. It had the effect of suggesting to
the public that drugs were alien things
and also sowed the seed of a theme that
has persisted throughout the reporting of
drugs for the last forty years. Namely,
that drugs are ‘forced upon’ people by
‘evil’ drug-dealers. In that case, it was
the indigenous white population being
targeted by immigrant blacks. Later,
and ever since, it has been drug-dealers
preying on the vulnerable, such as ftagr
schoolchildren or clubbers, by tryingto | ,ﬁf
get them ‘hooked’. Hundreds of false
stories have been reported about
dealers hanging about outside school
gates to press their pills and powders
on innocent children.
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challenged, despite the best efforts of professionals in the
field. So drug users are routinely described in terms that
suggest they have lost their minds and, to that end,
journalists have devised a demonising lexicon to describe
them, such as dope-fiends, mad coke addicts, crazed
junkies and ecstasy freaks.

Yet the vast majority of drug-takers, and the people
they mix with, know that the descriptions just do not fit.
The scare-mongering is counter-productive because it

‘ ‘ Drug culture challenges the
status quo that journalists sub-
consciously seek to maintain

does not describe reality and, therefore, encourages
people not to believe in media representation.

A further example illustrates the point. Popular
newspapers regularly tell stories about so-called
‘victims’ of drugs that suggest that they became
addicted after a single puff of a marijuana joint, the
swallowing of one E or the snorting of a line of cocaine.

In such circumstances, by referring only to a person’s
first drug-taking experience it implies that it is inevitably
the start of a journey to depravity and destruction. Yet,
with the passing of the generations, there are now so
many people who have taken drugs at some stage in
their lives, or who continue to take them on a regular
basis without it unduly affecting their lives, who know
that such newspaper portraits are absurd.

However, despite some signs of improvement in
coverage, the popular press continues to provide an
erroneous impression of drug use. And those papers,
despite their gradual circulation decline, have not lost
their influence on public debate. They continue to set
the agenda for the rest of the media, including the
serious (formerly broadsheet) press and broadcasters.

‘EPIDEMICS’

One theme that has been constant throughout the
decades, itself a reflection of news values that promote
(ie, sensationalise) new and unusual events, is the
sudden seizing on ‘new’ drugs that are inevitably
claimed to be about to spread ‘like an epidemic’. The
latest example concerns crystal meth (aka
methamphetamine, ice, yabba, tina, crank).

According to ITV’s The London Programme in
November, entitled London’s Most Dangerous Drug?,
crystal meth — the synthetic stimulant that causes
paranoia, delusions, violent behaviour, depression and
suicidal tendencies — is sweeping the capital and
spreading its tentacles across the nation. Serious papers
have said much the same.

However, there isn't the slightest proof of it being the
case. Most experts in the field in London do not believe it
is a problem and I spoke recently to a woman who works
among drug addicts in Glasgow who says she has not
come across a single case of anyone using crystal meth.

ENTICING

Ever since Mick Jagger and Keith Richards were busted
in 1967 there has been a huge media interest in
revealing celebrity drug-taking. The News of the World,
led by its infamous fake sheikh, has developed it into an
art form.

What the media tend to achieve, however, Is surely
the opposite of their proclaimed intention. Rather than
turn young people away from drugs it entices them.
Both the act of drug-taking and the fact that it is done
illicitly is glamourised. Instead of turning people away
from drugs and from crime, it reinforces their desire to
mimic the famous.

The single lesson to draw from all this? Whether
drugs are bad for you or not, reading about them in
papers and viewing programmes about them on
television certainly is. M
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