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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation critically examines televised narratives that depict illicit drug 

use, the drug trade, and the war on drugs across three different economic models of 

television.  The commercial television industry in the United States has historically relied 

on an audience commodity, airing programs that primarily serve as the “free lunch” to 

entice viewers to watch advertisements (Smythe, 1977/1997).  However, premium 

subscription cable networks such as HBO produce programming in order to sell the 

programming itself, and hence rely on content as the commodity.  The dissertation 

compares the ideological content of the illicit drug-related narratives found on three 

platforms of American television: broadcast television; premium subscription cable; and 

basic cable, with channels that rely on a hybrid audience/content commodity (with a dual 

revenue stream from advertisers and per-subscriber fees).  Relying on critical cultural 

perspectives, narrative and critical discourse analysis, and a sample of roughly 400 hours 

of television programming, the research demonstrates how drug-related depictions and 

narratives on television most commonly support and occasionally challenge dominant 

ideological assumptions about drug use and the moral appropriateness of drug prohibition 

policies.  Further, the research shows that there are patterned differences in the 

representations, narratives, and ideological content based on the commodity form of the 

network for which the programming was produced. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

A content analysis of 1998’s top-rated broadcast programs commissioned by the 

Office of National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP) found that most mentions or depictions 

of illicit drug use on television either included an anti-drug moral or showed a negative 

consequence of illicit drug use (Christenson, Henriksen, & Roberts, 2000).  My own 

quantitative content analysis of drug-related storylines in scripted programming broadcast 

in prime time during the late 1990s and early 2000s similarly found negative 

consequences to almost all involvement with illicit drugs (either through use or selling).  

Additionally, mentions of counter-hegemonic views regarding drug policy, including 

legalization, decriminalization, harm reduction, or medical marijuana were found to be 

virtually non-existent (Flener, 2004).  However, after years of watching television with 

an awareness of the infrequency with which drug policy reform perspectives are even 

acknowledged, I was surprised to notice the existence of alternative and opposing 

viewpoints depicted within a few more recent television programs.  I saw that casual 

marijuana use by lead characters with no negative consequences was a staple of HBO’s 

Entourage, and I noted the sympathetic treatment of lead character drug dealers on both 

Showtime’s Weeds and HBO’s The Wire.  It soon became apparent that most of these 

atypical depictions were in programs produced for subscription-based premium cable 

networks.  This led me to critically consider the commodity form of television and its 

possible influence on content.   

Dallas Smythe (1977/1997) argued that the commodity of media—particularly 

commercial television—is the audience, since the attention of consumers is what is 
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actually bought and sold.  Since Smythe’s seminal essay, several scholars have expanded 

on this idea by noting that not all viewers are valued equally and arguing that 

programming may be systematically skewed in order to attract a specific privileged white 

male demographic (e.g., Gandy, 2004; Meehan, 1984, 2002/2006).  Jhally and Livant 

(1986) noted that for the business model to succeed, not just any programming can air—it 

must be programming that is suitable to the marketing needs of the advertisers.  However, 

not all commercial media rely on an advertiser-supported model.  Graham Murdock 

(1978/1997) questioned whether it was appropriate to ascribe the same reasoning to 

Hollywood films, a medium for which the content is the primary commodity and not 

simply a means to sell other products.   

The ideological role of entertainment television has been examined in depth by 

many scholars (e.g., Gitlin, 1979; Lewis, 1991; White, 1992).  Most of these studies have 

focused on how commercial broadcast television supports conservative, status quo 

ideologies (See White, 1992, pp. 200-202 for an overview of some of the important 

scholarship in this vein).  Conversely, there is a growing body of literature that 

recognizes counter-hegemonic discourse in programs produced for subscription networks 

(e.g., several of the essays in Edgerton & Jones, 2008).  However, variations in the 

ideological perspective of television programming based on its primary economic role 

have been less frequently addressed.  Lavoie (2011) provided a concise review of some 

of the scholarly work addressing subversive television programs, all but one of which 

focus on a subscription network show (pp. 913-914).  In his own analysis of Showtime’s 

Weeds, a program considered in this study, Lavoie argued that the series’ handling of 

issues regarding race, ethnicity, and class within the drug trade provides a rare example 
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of counter-hegemony on television.  Although Lavoie noted that pay cable has “provided 

us with the majority of television’s most subversive potential” (p. 910), he stopped short 

of explicitly addressing the political economic consideration of the commodity form. 

Overview of the Research Questions and Purpose 

This dissertation critically examines storylines involving illicit drug use and the 

drug trade in entertainment programs across three different economic models of 

commercial television in the United States: broadcast, basic cable, and subscription-based 

cable networks.  The primary purpose of the research is twofold.  Broadly, I am interested 

in understanding how such representations function ideologically with regard to drug 

policy.  Additionally, a critical proposition of this dissertation is that the commodity form 

of television impacts the ideological content of its programming.  This dissertation argues 

that there is less accommodation of counter-hegemonic positions in programs that rely 

primarily on an audience commodity than in programs that are themselves produced as 

commodities, to be purchased by the audience via subscription or some other means.    

The two research questions addressed by this dissertation are:   

RQ1: How do representations of illicit drug use and the drug trade in 

entertainment television programs support and/or challenge dominant ideology about 

drug use and the United States’ current drug prohibition and “drug war” policies?   

and 
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RQ2:  Are there patterned differences in the representations and narratives 

involving illicit drugs based on the dominant commodity form of the network for which 

the programming was produced?
1
 

In order to address these research questions, I have relied on critical perspectives 

from both cultural studies and political economy, and have employed tools of critical 

discourse analysis.  The study, which was conducted over a period of several years, 

considers the depictions of drug use and the drug trade from roughly 390 hours of 

entertainment television programming.  While my analysis is qualitative and textual with 

a strong emphasis on narrative, I have strived to remain cognizant of related social, 

political, and economic factors and consider the depictions within the broader cultural 

discourse regarding illicit drug use and drug policy.    

Why Study Drugs on TV? (or, Why Ask RQ1) 

I first began to think seriously about drug policy reform about 20 years ago.  I 

came of age during the Reagan “just say no” years with parents who taught me that drugs 

could ruin my life.  Initiation into thinking seriously about drug policy occurred rather 

casually one day when I happened upon a copy of the Drug Policy Letter, a publication 

by the Drug Policy Foundation (now the Drug Policy Alliance).  While I had always held 

strong opinions about several other controversial issues, I had never before given the 

                                                 

1
I have since come to consider the question slightly differently (as expressed in the 

conclusion), but felt as though I should leave the wording as it was initially because that 

is how I approached the research.  I now prefer to think of the question as: Are there 

patterned differences in the representations and narratives involving illicit drugs based on 

the role of the program in commodity production?  The reason for the change is because I 

would rather consider each program on its own in terms of its economic function.  This is 

especially relevant for basic cable, where there is the most variance in economic role, but 

with some broadcast programs as well.  
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issue of drug policy reform a moment’s consideration, having assumed that it was a 

trivial position held by a fringe demographic.  The concepts of decriminalization or 

legalization of drugs seemed naturally absurd to me.   

Over the next decade or so, I became more familiar with some of the problems 

and injustices associated with the United States’ current drug policies and could not 

understand how drug policy reform remained such a marginalized concern.  I began to 

think about what makes individuals hold such strong and often emotional opinions about 

drugs and drug policy.  Clearly several factors, including personal or familiar experiences 

with illicit drug use and/or the criminal justice system, family upbringing, religion, and 

education contribute to these belief systems.  I also began to watch television differently.  

Believing that often the harms people associate with illegal drugs are inadvertently 

caused by our nation’s drug policies, I began to view depictions of drug-related harms on 

television in a similar way.  Casually, I started to play a game while watching television.  

Much like the game people play at Chinese restaurants in which they add the words “in 

bed” to the end of a fortune cookie’s message, I started to consider the word “policy” 

after the word “drug(s)” to reveal an alternate explanation for an event or occurrence 

described on television as resulting from drugs.   

When something terrible happens on television (a police officer or a 5-year-old is 

caught in the crossfire of a drug-related shooting; a bright young teenager dies of an 

overdose; etc.), blame is generally directed toward the drugs or drug dealers.  Alternate 

explanations include that the 5-year-old was shot because current drug policies prohibit a 

hugely profitable industry from conducting business safely in the legitimate business 

sphere and instead force it to be run within a black market, or that the teenager’s 
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overdose may have not occurred had the user known exactly what amount of the drug she 

was consuming (and with what, if anything, it was cut).  “When a message is emitted it is 

not only what is said that has a significance but also the way it is said, and what is not 

said but could be said” (Heck, 1980, p. 124, original italics).  I found the simple game to 

be very telling of how drugs and drug issues are depicted and it led me to want to 

examine televised representations of illegal drugs more formally.        

Why critical?  Giroux (2004) argued that cultural studies scholars need to remain 

critical and should focus on relevant social issues. 

[I]t is crucial to any viable notion of cultural studies that it reclaims 

politics as an ongoing critique of domination and society as part of a larger 

search for justice.  Any viable cultural politics needs a socially committed 

notion of injustice if we are to take seriously what it means to fight for the 

idea of a good society. (Giroux, p. 70)  

Similarly, McChesney (1994) reminded us that the “entire purpose of critical 

work is to not merely interpret the world, but to change it and change it radically” (p. 

341).  One of the reasons why I have relied on a critical theoretical approach for my 

dissertation study is that the overall purpose of my research is based on what I perceive to 

be a profound injustice in our society.   

One of the central purposes of critical cultural studies is to help understand the 

interrelationships between culture and the repressive powers within a society.  In 2012, 

over 1.5 million arrests were made for drug law violations.  Roughly 82% of those arrests 

were for possession of a controlled substance (“Persons arrested,” 2013).  With well over 

two million people in prison, the United States has the highest incarceration rate of any 
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country in the world, which is largely due to the fact that roughly 55% of the individuals 

in federal prisons and 20% of the individuals in state prisons are there for drug offenses.  

The majority of these individuals are non-violent offenders.  Additionally, there is 

extensive scholarly evidence that demonstrates how drug laws disproportionately affect 

persons of color (Gettman, 2005; ACLU, 2013). From this data alone, it is clear that the 

United States’ criminalized drug policies create and maintain complex systems of 

oppressive power.   

From a cultural studies perspective, power relationships, such as those entangled 

through drug policy, can be better understood through an examination of discourse and 

culture.  Critical discourse analysis, “a type of… research that primarily studies the way 

social power abuse, dominance, and inequality are enacted, reproduced, and restricted by 

text and talk in the social and political context,” (van Dijk, 2001, p. 352) allows an 

analysis of television programming to offer insights into how such power is created, 

structured, and maintained.  Fairclough (1995) also emphasized the critical potential for 

discourse analysis.   

Calling the approach ‘critical’ is a recognition that our social 

practice in general and our use of language in particular are bound up with 

causes and effects which we may not be at all aware of under normal 

conditions.  Specifically, connections between the use of language and the 

exercise of power are often not clear to people, yet appear on closer 

examination to be vitally important to the workings of power. (Fairclough, 

1995, p. 54, citing Bourdieu 1977). 
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I have relied on critical discourse analysis with the aim of more thoroughly 

revealing what is merely suggested by my informal fortune cookie-like game. 

The Evolution of Television’s Commodity Form (or, Why Ask RQ2 Now)  

Not too many years ago, the primary economic role of almost all commercial 

television programming in the United States was the production of an audience 

commodity.  While syndication and foreign sales could add value to a successful 

program, most shows were created in order to sell an audience to advertisers.  The 

creation of HBO during the 1970s marked the first successful attempt by a television 

network in the United States to rely on the programming exclusively to create brand 

value so that the channel itself could serve as the commodity purchased via subscription 

(Edgerton, 2008).  While the individual programs might not be considered actual 

commodities themselves under this economic model, they are a direct component of what 

is being bought and sold.   

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the growth of cable and satellite delivery 

systems opened up the range of economic options for new television networks.  Most 

basic cable channels developed a hybrid economic model somewhere between those of 

broadcast and premium subscription networks.  In addition to any money received from 

advertising, basic cable channels receive a substantial amount of their revenue from fees 

paid to the network by cable and satellite providers, the amount of which varies greatly 

according to the perceived importance of the channel to potential subscribers.  Hence, 

cable channels have always had incentive to program content that can add to the 

channel’s overall brand value.  The expanded range of choices for viewers also led many 
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networks to seek more targeted, niche audiences, in order to increase the value of their 

audience commodity.  

By the late 1990s, several cable networks (both basic and premium, most notably 

HBO) were regularly programming original television series intended to compete directly 

with programs on broadcast networks.  Hence, the roughly 15 years from the late 1990s 

through the early 2010s provide a unique opportunity to examine relatively comparable 

programming across three distinct economic models of commercial television.  With the 

exception of a few select broadcast programs from the past that were considered in order 

to provide some historical context, most of the programs considered for this study were 

produced and aired during this time period. 

This relatively short time period for which there is comparable programming 

across different economic models of television may already be drawing to an end.  

Television as we know it is currently in the midst of a radical upheaval.  We are moving 

beyond what some scholars have referred to as the “post-broadcast era” (e.g. Curtin, 

2009).  As Hulu, Netflix, Amazon, Google, and Apple continue to develop as new 

television distribution outlets, new and old economic models are being explored.  While 

some, such as Hulu, lean more toward an advertiser-supported model akin to broadcasters 

or perhaps basic cable (albeit with more targeted advertising and data mining), Netflix 

continues to pursue a subscription-only revenue model similar to that of the pay cable 

networks.  Hulu and Netflix recently began producing original content.  While there will 

always be a market for an audience commodity (as long as advertisers demand it), 

programming that does not generally need to be watched live (e.g., sporting events and 

award shows) will increasingly be produced on the assumption that it will have value on 
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its own, either as an actual commodity product (e.g., as a DVD or through paid viewing) 

or by adding value to the brand so that consumers maintain subscriptions.  Further, 

broadcasters are realizing that they need to rely on brand value as much as cable channels 

have in the past as they are relying more on retransmission fees as a substantial 

component of their revenue. 

Family Guy, an animated sitcom on Fox, was cancelled due to low ratings in 2002 

but brought back three years later because of strong DVD sales (McKinley, 2005).  In 

2009, an episode was produced in which a character received an abortion.  The storyline 

was deemed too controversial to air on television with commercial sponsors but was 

made available to fans on DVD (Irwin, 2009).  Perhaps, as this example suggests, as 

television programs increase their value as a commodity in their own right and become 

more than just the “free lunch” to sell audiences to advertisers, programs might be more 

apt to include counter-hegemonic or controversial values and ideas.   

Chapter Organization 

The next two chapters are a continuation of the introductory section and provide 

the necessary frameworks to better understand the research purpose and design.  Chapter 

two addresses some of the historic, economic, political, and cultural contexts of the 

United States’ current drug prohibition policies.  Because my analysis is focused on how 

televised representations function ideologically in terms of beliefs about drug policy 

specifically, an overview of the range of varying perspectives regarding drug policy is 

provided.  Chapter two also includes an overview of some of the relevant literature that 

pertains to media (television especially) representations of drug-related issues.  Chapter 
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three provides both a discussion of my theoretical foundations and an overview of my 

methodology, research approach, and sample.   

Chapters four, five, and six offer my evidence.  I had initially hypothesized that 

my analysis (and hence my findings) would be structured according to the primary 

economic model of the programming.  In other words, I had suspected that my chapters 

would be organized to include a section on broadcast programs, a section on basic cable 

programs, and a section on programs produced for subscription networks.  However, I 

ultimately realized that it was more logical and intuitive for me to discuss the various 

programs and storylines in relation to narrative patterns and familiar drug-related 

discourses.  This meant discussing representations of drug use separately from depictions 

of the drug trade and policing the war on drugs.  Hence, several of the programs, 

especially those that contain complex narratives pertaining to both drug use and the drug 

trade, are discussed in more than one chapter.       

Chapter four considers narratives and representations pertaining to the choice to 

use drugs and the consequences of drug use.  The chapter begins with a consideration of a 

few relevant broadcast programs from the past, including a close look at the many drug-

related storylines from the 1990’s classic teen drama Beverly Hills, 90210.  This series 

ultimately served as a foundation for my broader analysis of contemporary cautionary 

tales, which frequently rely on the dominant conservative, status quo discourse that 

suggests that any and all illicit drug use will result in negative consequences.  However, 

the chapter also discusses the marijuana exception.  Aside from the historic example of 

Diff’rent Strokes (5.22) that featured Nancy Reagan in a “very special episode,” 
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marijuana is most commonly represented as leading only to comical negative 

consequences.  

Chapter five examines addiction and substance dependence narratives.  Part one 

of the chapter provides an overview of addiction discourses ranging from the more 

conservative stigmatizing view of criminal addicts to the more sympathetic addiction-as-

disease perspective to more counter-hegemonic views of drug dependence.  While 

evidence from the sample of programs watched is provided throughout these overviews 

of the common discourses, the second part of the chapter consists of close readings of 

several programs that contain complex addiction narratives, including Intervention, The 

Cleaner, Breaking Bad, House, Nurse Jackie, Friday Night Lights, and Entourage. 

Chapter six considers storylines involving drug dealers, the drug trade, and 

policing the war on drugs.  As many of the representations of drug dealers and traffickers 

occur alongside depictions of law enforcement agents, many of the narratives rely on 

conservative discourses that support status quo drug war policies.  Perhaps to some extent 

because of genre requirements, drug dealers have almost always been depicted on 

television in the role of bad guys.  Only recently (i.e., post-Sopranos and the rise of 

morally complex lead characters) have programs featured drug dealers as central and 

even sympathetic characters.  The three primary examples that this research considers are 

Breaking Bad, Weeds, and The Wire.  Chapter six is also divided into two parts.  Part one 

provides a broad analysis of the bad guy/good guy frame that dominates television 

representations of policing the war on drugs, while part two includes close readings of 

five programs that have dense and complex drug trade narratives.  In addition to the three 
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scripted dramas mentioned above, I also consider two reality-based programs, DEA and 

Gangland.   

Chapter seven offers my discussion and concluding remarks.  In it, I address the 

two research questions directly and reflect on the study, which has taken place during a 

historic time period for drug policy reform.    
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CHAPTER 2 

ILLEGAL DRUGS: THE CONTEXT OF PROHIBITION, A RANGE OF 

PERSPECTIVES, AND AN OVERVIEW OF THE RELEVANT LITERATURE  

Opinions and beliefs about illicit drug use and the United States’ policies 

regarding certain (but not all) psychoactive substances often run deep and can be highly 

personal.  An estimated 23.9 million Americans 12 years or older, or roughly 9.2% of the 

population, are “past month” or regular users (SAMHSA, 2013).  Roughly twice as many 

people are likely to have used an illicit drug over the course of a year (Goode, 2011) and, 

in total, roughly half of the adult population has likely used an illicit drug at least once 

during their lifetime.  (Lifetime prevalence based on SAMHSA data is 48%, however 

other studies have suggested that the actual percentage may be higher [MacCoun & 

Reuter, 2001]).  Yet until very recently, an overwhelming majority of Americans 

believed that all illegal drugs should remain prohibited.  Although the movement to 

legalize marijuana has recently gained popular support, most Americans still believe that 

many of the other currently illegal drugs (e.g., cocaine, heroin, methamphetamines, and 

LSD) should remain illegal.  While the overwhelming majority of recently published 

polls ask questions about marijuana only, the few indicators of opinions regarding other 

illicit drugs place support for their continued prohibition well above 80% (e.g., 

Rasmussen Reports, 2012).    

Context and History of the United States’ Current Drug Policy 

In order to better understand some of the dominant ideological beliefs regarding 

illicit drugs and how televised narratives might support or challenge such perspectives, it 

is necessary to first consider the historic, economic, and political contexts of our current 
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drug policies.  The history of humans’ use of psychoactive drugs spans thousands of 

years and virtually every culture (Weil & Rosen, 1993).  Drugs have been used—with 

both benefits and harms—for a variety of purposes ranging from medicinal to religious to 

social to recreational.  However, the criminalization of the use of certain drugs is a 

modern phenomenon.   

  Although there were various state and local regulations regarding psychoactive 

substances enacted during the 1800s, the federal prohibition of drugs in the United States 

formally began in 1914 with the Harrison Act.  Written as a tax law, the Act allowed the 

federal government to control and ultimately prohibit the sale of opiates (including heroin 

and morphine) and cocaine, despite the fact that this power had been previously limited 

to the individual states.  Several scholars have argued that most of the drug laws and 

policies in the United States were enacted primarily as a means for a dominant class to 

control an unpopular minority group (e.g., Auerhahn, 1999; Baum, 1996; Gray, 1998; and 

Musto, 1999).  During the last half of the nineteenth century and the start of the twentieth 

century, the majority of opiate users were individuals who were often referred to as 

medical users or medical addicts.  These were primarily middle-class white women who 

obtained opiates through doctors, pharmacies, and mail-order catalogues (Belenko, 2000; 

Goode, 2011; Musto, 1999).  While there was concern about the problem of addiction 

among this type of user, the individuals were rarely perceived to be deviant and their 

behavior was not considered aberrant.   

However, this was not the only type of narcotic user during the time period 

leading up to the Harrison Act.  Chinese immigrants living in San Francisco who smoked 

opium in dens were viewed with far more hostility.  Musto (1999) noted that this was 
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especially true after the railroads in the West were completed and a struggling labor 

market emerged.  Additionally, there were a growing number of heroin addicts, 

especially in New York City, many of whom were perceived as deviants belonging to an 

“underworld” class.  With regard to cocaine, which was also prohibited by the Harrison 

Act, although the use was proportionally the same among blacks and whites, several 

scholars have provided evidence to suggest that racist fears of black cocaine users, 

especially in the South during the peak period of lynching, influenced policy decisions 

(Musto, 1999; Gray, 1998).  Anecdotally, Musto noted the common belief that Southern 

police departments switched from .32 to .38 caliber revolvers because it was feared that a 

.32 caliber bullet could not take down a black man high on cocaine (p. 7).        

It is possible, as some scholars have argued (e.g., King, 1974), that the Harrison 

Act was never intended to create criminals out of the “less troublesome” class of medical 

addicts.  The vagueness of the language in the Act regarding the right of doctors to 

continue prescribing opiates as deemed necessary led to several conflicting Supreme 

Court cases that addressed whether a doctor could treat an individual with an addiction 

with maintenance of the drug (Belenko, 2000).  And so although the Act was passed in 

1914, the effect of criminalizing the drug use of addicts was not fully realized until 

around 1919.  Musto (1999) described how public opinion influenced policy change 

during this time period.  “Since narcotics use even in more peaceful times had evoked the 

image of a Negro cocainomaniac or a seductive Chinese, it was not that the popular 

image of the drug user changed but that the minority opinion in favor of maintenance 

became intolerable” (Musto, 1999, p. 134). 
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Subsequent laws and policies regarding drug use have likewise been linked to 

conflict or power struggles between a dominant and a minority group.  Marijuana was not 

targeted until the Marihuana [sic] Tax Act of 1937 (which, despite its name, was—much 

like the Harrison Act before it—a means for the federal government to prohibit the drug; 

not simply tax it).  Again, scholars argue that the law was enacted primarily as a means to 

control and criminalize an unpopular group, in this case Mexican immigrants who were 

seen as a burden and a menace during the depression (Gray, 1998; Musto, 1987).   

Although alcohol is no longer illegal, the context of its prohibition and repeal is 

directly parallel to considerations of our current drug prohibition policies.  Gusfield 

(1963) argued that both the movement to prohibit alcohol and, interestingly, the later 

movement to repeal prohibition, were largely symbolic struggles between two social 

groups, both seeking to legitimize their respective lifestyles.  The temperance crusade 

was initially successful because the non-urban Protestants behind the movement had 

more power at the time.  Repeal of the Amendment was possible later, Gusfield argued, 

because within that short amount of time urban immigrants, including Catholics and Jews 

who were more likely to drink, had gained more power as industrialization expanded the 

nation’s cities.   

While several scholars (including Musto, 1999; and Gray, 1998) focused 

primarily on racial and ethnic tensions and the role of societal elites in their historical 

analyses of the creation of drug policy, Auerhahn (1999) examined the contexts of the 

prohibition of opiates, cocaine, alcohol, and marijuana from a perspective that considered 

class conflict and economic structure.  Relying on split market labor theory, which argues 

that conflicts that appear to be simply about race or ethnicity are often the result of 
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higher- and lower-paid labor groups competing for the same work, Auerhahn argued that 

one of the responses is for the higher-paid group to participate in a symbolic crusade that 

contributes to the criminalization of the lower-paid group.  The movements to prohibit 

each of the four drugs Auerhahn considered can be linked directly to situations in which 

work shortages resulted in two groups competing for the same jobs.  Auerhahn detailed 

examples of instances in which members of the higher-paid labor groups, including union 

leaders, played key roles in the creation and expansion of a moral panic that then 

contributed to the criminalization of the drug believed to be used primarily by members 

of the lower-paid group.   

In 1968, Richard Nixon was elected to office after successfully campaigning on a 

platform of law and order.  Baum (1996) provided a detailed behind-the-scenes account 

of the Nixon administration and its initial interest in illegal drugs.  Baum illustrated how 

facts and numbers were distorted and the media manipulated in order for Nixon to launch 

his “War on Drugs” in 1968, the first major effort by the government to eliminate the 

supposed drug problem, in part through the use of enforcement and interdiction tactics.  

What this also did was divert attention from the controversial war in Viet Nam; discredit 

dissenting opinions by demonizing marijuana, a drug commonly associated with liberals, 

intellectuals, students, and others who opposed Nixon and the Viet Nam war; and help 

create an illusion of success in the “law and order” arena.   

Fueled by similar motivating factors, Ronald Reagan picked up where Nixon left 

off, again promoting law and order politics, and expanded the use of enforcement, 

interdictions, and corrections.  While under Nixon’s drug policy roughly two-thirds of 

spending went toward treatment and prevention efforts, under Reagan that ratio was 
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flipped (Goode, 2011).  Scholars have argued that while cutting social welfare programs, 

the Reagan administration needed to deflect attention from the real root of the nation’s 

economic and social problems—and crack cocaine seemed to be the perfect fit.  Again, 

the predominantly black urban poor became scapegoats for a wide range of societal ills 

(Gray, 1998; Johns, 1992). 

Recognizing that law enforcement would need more resources in order to fight the 

incredibly wealthy drug cartels, Congress passed the Omnibus Crime Bill of 1984, 

allowing police agencies to partake in the Middle Ages practice of forfeiture—a system 

that allows the state to seize and utilize money and property from a suspect with only 

probable cause, not proof (Levy, 1996).  Since its passage, law enforcement agencies 

have become dependent on this revenue with the amount of assets seized greatly 

increasing in recent years.  An estimated $12.6 billion was taken in by U.S. attorneys for 

asset forfeitures between 1989 and 2010 with nearly $1.8 billion taken just in the year 

2010 (Maguire, ed., 2010).  It has been shown that roughly 80% of the money seized 

comes from individuals who are never formally charged with a crime (Balko, 2010).   

Today the drug war is a multi-billion-dollar-a-year industry.  During the Reagan 

administration, annual spending by the federal government on the war on drugs jumped 

from $1 billion in 1980 to $6 billion in 1988 (Gray, 1998).  Since Reagan left office, 

spending has steadily increased with the current annual Federal Drug Control Budget 

over $25 billion, divided among prevention (5%), treatment (35%), and law 

enforcement/interdiction (60%) (ONDCP, 2014).  This is just the federal budget; total 

state spending is estimated to be as much or more (Miron & Waldock, 2010).  This 
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budget also does not reflect the multi-billion dollar costs to house the hundreds of 

thousands of prisoners currently serving sentences for drug-related crimes. 

Hence there are many parties with economic interests in maintaining current drug 

prohibition policies, including the local and federal law enforcement agencies that profit 

from forfeiture laws, prison-building beneficiaries, cigarette and alcohol companies (until 

they realize that they can profit more from participating in the legal trade of a drug such 

as marijuana), arms manufacturers, and the organized crime industry that profits from an 

illegal drug trade estimated to be worth $300 to $500 billion annually (Drug War Facts, 

n.d.).  There are also many conspiracy theory-type explanations for the longevity of drug 

prohibition, including those that link the CIA to the crack cocaine trade, those that 

recognized the role of banking industry in the laundering of drug money, and those that 

point to the many layers-deep opportunities for corruption, both political and within the 

law enforcement community (Baum, 1996; Gray, 1998; Webb, 1998).   

But perhaps the most significant interest in keeping the current policies has been 

not a direct economic one, but rather a political one (which arguably is an economic 

interest) because of the power it has traditionally afforded politicians on both the left and 

the right who aimed to appear “tough on crime” by supporting harsh drug laws (Baum, 

1996; Gray, 1998; Musto, 1987).  Johns (1992), writing during a period when there was 

an all-time high in support for the war on drugs, discussed some of the notable successes 

and failures of the escalated policy.  She argued that one of the most substantial successes 

of the drug war was the political benefits gained by the Reagan and first Bush 

administrations.  She noted that “the War on Drugs has been highly successful in 

diverting public attention away from fundamental social problems that plague the 
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society” (Johns, 1992, p. 57).  Further, she argued that drug war policies are used to 

“legitimate a massive expansion of domestic state power and control” (p. 58).  More 

recently, Sterling (2004) argued that in addition to serving the careers of politicians, our 

current drug policy also “carries forward the advantages of white privilege that existed in 

law before 1970” (p. 54).  And Levine (2003) detailed many of the political and 

economic benefits other nations receive by participating in the United States-led global 

drug prohibition.  These range from an increase in police and military powers to the 

international political rewards of cooperation with the United Nations.  In March of 2013, 

New York State Assemblyman Steve Katz, who voted against a medical marijuana law, 

was arrested for marijuana possession (Nahmias, 2013), demonstrating how deeply felt 

the need by politicians to appear tough on drugs must be.  Until very recently, aside from 

a handful of exceptions (especially among libertarians), very few politicians (whether 

they privately “experimented” in their youths or not) have been willing to go on record 

admitting to the failures of our drug prohibition policies.  Nagourney (2014) noted that 

even now that a majority of Democrats support legalizing marijuana, none of the sitting 

Democratic governors have been willing to go on record with support, noting that 

politicians are generally risk averse. 

Dominant and Alternative Perspectives 

While there has been a substantial shift in popular attitudes regarding marijuana 

use and growing political momentum to reform existing marijuana laws on the state and 

local level, federal policy still reflects a strongly anti-marijuana position.  In fact, the 

Obama administration has had a notoriously poor record on respecting state medical 

marijuana laws.  Despite campaign promises, Obama was declared the “worst president 
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on medical marijuana” by reformers after more than 100 federal raids on dispensaries 

occurred during his first three years in office (Dickinson, 2012).   And while it is possible 

that the federal government may change its position and decide to respect state marijuana 

laws (especially in the wake of Colorado and Washington’s new policies, which tax and 

regulate the sale of marijuana for personal use), it is still important to note that all of this 

evidence of reform and a shift in popular attitudes is limited to marijuana specifically.  

There is still strong popular support for maintaining the prohibition of most other illicit 

drugs.  Hence, dominant perspectives regarding illicit drugs can still be best understood 

as those that broadly support prohibition policies.  Imbedded in these views are the 

beliefs that the United States has a severe drug problem and that it is caused by the 

inherent evil nature of drugs themselves and exacerbated by the villainous profiteers 

involved with the drug trade.  In part because of these assumptions, a dominant 

perspective maintains that drug prohibition policies are moral and necessary.   

Alternative perspectives regarding illicit drugs generally include the view that 

prohibition polices cause more harm than the drugs themselves (see MacCoun & Reuter, 

2001, for a thorough explication of how to understand and measure the harms caused by 

both drugs and drug policy).  However, there is a broad range of perspectives that are 

critical of the United States’ prohibition policies.  Those interested in reform approach 

the cause from a variety of positions and maintain a range of sometimes conflicting goals 

and agendas.  While some support the libertarian view that the right to ingest drugs—

whether harmful or not—should be an individual choice (just as the choice to eat 

unhealthy food or engage in risky activity is an individual choice), other critical 
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perspectives focus on how drug laws are unfairly enforced and disproportionately affect 

persons of color (Gettman, 2005; ACLU, 2013).   

Among those who support legalization, few advocate for a true free-market 

approach. Most acknowledge the need for some government regulation.  The King 

County Bar Association (Legal Frameworks Group, 2005) produced a report outlining the 

feasibility of a legal regulatory system for currently illicit drugs.   The report, which is 

guided on the principle that public policy should create less harm drugs themselves, notes 

that the “politically-charged term ‘legalization’ is insufficient to describe how the state 

would control psychoactive substances that are now exclusively produced and distributed 

through illegal markets” (p. 3).  The report argues that “strict regulation and control” is a 

“more accurate and useful concept” because it distinguishes from the “commercialization 

of such drugs” (p. 3, original italics).  There are some advocates of reform who are only 

interested in seeing marijuana legalized and would prefer to maintain prohibition for 

many of the other currently illicit drugs.  Others suggest that while all drugs should be 

legal on some level, certain addictive drugs should be available only through a doctor or a 

medically monitored maintenance program.   

With regard to making marijuana medically available through a doctor, the 

popular support for policy is already so high that it can barely be considered an 

alternative perspective.  However, despite the numerous recent polls that place support 

for legal medical marijuana in the vicinity of 70-85% (Flatow, 2014), as mentioned 

above, federal policy does not yet reflect popular opinion on this issue.  And among those 

who do hope to see marijuana fully legalized, although many suggest that it be regulated 
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in a manner similar to alcohol or tobacco, many do not want to allow the free market to 

advertise and promote the drug as it has the others.   

There are also more moderate perspectives that call for a public health approach 

to managing what is understood to be a drug problem.  Many believe that drug addiction 

should be viewed first and foremost as a disease; hence addicts should be treated as 

patients, not as criminals.  Many who hold this view still support making the distribution 

and sale of certain drugs a crime, although most would support some form of 

decriminalization or, at a minimum, advocate for forced treatment and/or drug education 

programs in lieu of incarceration for drug possession crimes.   

Harm reduction perspectives, which are based on the acknowledgement and 

acceptance that some people will always use drugs and that the objective for society 

should be to reduce the harms associated with use, offer important alternative 

considerations of drug policy.  Harm reduction strategies include providing intravenous 

drug users with access to clean syringes, offering drug testing at night clubs (so that 

unregulated illicit drugs can be properly identified before being consumed), and 

distributing Naloxone (an opioid inverse agonist) to heroin addicts so that death can be 

prevented in the case of an overdose.  Educational campaigns aimed at preventing risks 

associated with drugs (from warnings to not drive while high on drugs to reminders to 

stay hydrated) are also a form of harm reduction.   

Finally, there are perspectives that acknowledge the benefits and pleasures of 

certain drugs.  In addition to the commonly accepted medical benefits of marijuana, 

several other illicit drugs (including those generally considered most dangerous) have 

beneficial properties.  Opiates, including heroin, help manage pain; stimulants, including 
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cocaine and methamphetamines, boost productivity; and a variety of hallucinogens and 

drugs such as MDMA (Ecstasy) have been used successfully for therapeutic purposes 

and/or for spiritual reasons (Weil & Rosen, 1993).  While many drug policy reform 

advocates want to be clear that they are in no way “pro-drugs” and many attest to having 

never used the drugs they want legalized (Kushlick, 2009), there are others who openly 

admit to enjoying drugs and some even identify themselves as pro-drugs.  Critics of drug 

prohibition who hold this position often point to the hypocrisy of our society’s 

widespread acceptance (and even celebration) of alcohol and argue that recreational drug 

use for pleasure should be accepted as normal.  

Relevant Literature 

Throughout the analysis, I rely on scholarly work that addresses either a particular 

television program or a relevant issue.  This section provides an overview of the literature 

pertaining to media representations of drugs that has informed this study more broadly.  

In addition to offering a meaningful context for this dissertation’s research objectives, 

much of the literature addressed here helps illustrate how dominant perspectives that 

support drug war policies have frequently been reinforced by the media.   

Moral Panics and News Frames 

As one of the first scholars to consider the implications of how the media 

represent drug users, Young (1971) was also arguably the first scholar to use the term 

“moral panic”—a concept made famous shortly thereafter by the seminal work of Cohen 

(1972) and Hall et al. (1978).  Young’s (1971) consideration of the press’s coverage and 

misrepresentation of the “hippy” drug users in the Notting Hill section of London 

identified a process of “deviancy amplification,” which he argued had a direct effect on 
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the self-identity of drug users.  Young (1974, 1981a, 1981b) later wrote more extensively 

about this process of deviancy amplification, contributing substantially to the sociological 

theory of labeling, which suggests that when a drug user is labeled a deviant, he is more 

apt to feel marginalized and hence will be more likely to engage in other criminal acts.  

His findings and the development of labeling theory naturally led to questions of police 

and power.     

Since Young’s earlier studies, there have been many scholarly considerations of 

the role of media and news coverage in particular in relation to moral panics over specific 

drugs (e.g., Braden, 1981; Reeves & Campbell, 1994; Jenkins, 1999, 2008; Critcher, 

2003; Chiricos, 2006; and Denham, 2008).  Although there are numerous perspectives 

within the body of literature addressing moral panics and the media, a common 

agreement is that the media at times magnify a marginal threat in a manner that serves to 

deflect attention from more substantive and systemic social problems and ultimately 

helps justify increased crime control measures (Critcher, 2003).   

There are also important studies that have considered how the news media report 

on the prosecution of the war on drugs, several of which focus on the television coverage 

of what was widely referred to as a crack “epidemic” during the mid-late 1980s and the 

early 1990s (Jernigan & Dorfman, 1996; Reeves & Campbell, 1994; Reinarman & 

Levine, 1997; Shoemaker, 1989).  This period, which coincided with Reagan’s and Bush 

Sr.’s escalating war on drugs, was a time of extremely heightened media coverage of 

drugs.  Basic incongruities between actual numbers and demographics of drug use and 

the stories that aired are startling.  Coverage of drug stories in the media (figures here 

include both print and televised media) jumped from less than 1% of all news coverage in 
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1981 to over 5% of all news time and space coverage by mid-1986.  During this same 

time period the amount of overall drug use actually declined (Orcutt & Turner, 1993; 

Reeves & Campbell, 1994).  Similarly, news representations of the racial make-up of 

drug users were found to be consistently disproportionate to actual rates.  While roughly 

73% of drug users in the mid to late 1980s were white, more than 50% of the depictions 

of drug users on broadcast television news during this time period were of non-whites 

(Jernigan & Dorfman, 1996; Reeves & Campbell, 1994). 

Reeves and Campbell (1994) conducted a narrative analysis of news coverage of 

the cocaine epidemic.  Their extensive study of 270 national broadcast news stories about 

crack and cocaine from the years 1981-1988 demonstrated that the narrative being 

constructed helped to support the anti-welfare, anti-affirmative action reactionary politics 

of the Reagan administration.  Within an already shifting global economy (with the rich 

getting richer and the poor getting poorer), this construction also served to mask larger 

socio-economic problems created by the moral crusading of “Reaganism”.  They found 

that “in constructing and reaffirming cocaine use as a moral disease or criminal 

pathology, the network news also facilitated the staging and legitimating of Reagan’s war 

on drugs as a major political spectacle” (Reeves & Campbell, 1994, p. 15, their italics).  

Writing about Reeves and Campbell’s study, Harnett (1995) noted that “the cocaine 

narrative is… presented to the TV-news-consuming public via perspectives determined 

by police forces; thus, the War on Drugs appears increasingly as a televisual military 

effort to eradicate predominantly urban Black undesirables” (Hartnett, 1995, p. 164). 

Jernigan and Dorfman’s (1996) ethnographic content analysis of television news 

coverage of illegal drug stories during the peak of the heightened crack coverage 
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benefited from a close visual analysis of actual televised news segments.  They utilized 

Iyengar’s (1991) definitions of “episodic” and “thematic” framing and found that 71% of 

the illegal drug stories that they studied were framed episodically.  According to 

Iyengar’s own research, viewers are less likely to hold public officials or public policy 

responsible for a problem when a story is framed episodically.  Jernigan and Dorfman 

also discovered that most of the coverage depicting the fight against drugs constructed an 

“us” verses “them” storyline, in which the “us” was generally the heroic U.S. government 

and its law enforcement agents, and the “them” was the evil drug dealers and smugglers, 

usually foreign or African American.  Another compelling observation they made was 

that the news generally depicted drugs as being easily available and everywhere while at 

the same time presented claims that we are winning the war on drugs.  These 

contradicting messages have also been pointed out by Reeves and Campbell (1994) and 

by Reinarman and Levine (1997).   

From this body of literature, it is clear that news coverage has served to 

strengthen assumptions that the drug war is both morally right and working.  I found 

many of the same patterns, myths, and contradictions identified by this literature to be 

reflected in some of the television programs considered in this study that include drug 

trade and policing narratives.  This was especially true with regard to an us vs. them 

frame and the taken-for-granted assumption about the moral appropriateness of drug 

prohibition.   

Anti-Drug Public Service Announcements 

Another substantial portion of the literature regarding drugs and television is 

geared toward understanding what effect, negative or positive, television has on the 
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likelihood of an individual to use illicit drugs.  Specifically, since the widespread funding 

of anti-drug campaigns that started in the late 1980s, a substantial amount of research has 

aimed to measure the effectiveness of the public service announcements (PSAs) (e.g., 

Buchanan & Wallack, 1998; Fishbein, Zimmer, von Haeften, & Nabi, 2002).   

The Partnership for a Drug Free America (PDFA; re-named Partnership at 

Drugfree.org in 2010) formed in 1986.  Since then, television viewers—especially 

younger viewers—have been inundated with numerous variations of the message “just 

say no to drugs.”  Prior to this there were a limited number of anti-drug PSAs in the 

1960s and 1970s, but it was not until after the launch of President and Mrs. Reagan’s 

“War on Drugs” and the formation of the PDFA that the American public grew to accept 

these sound-bite messages as part of its regular dose of television.  The Partnership is a 

privately funded non-profit organization comprised primarily of professionals from the 

communication industry that spent an average of $272 million per year, over $3 billion 

total, between 1986 and 1998 (Forbes, 1998), placing them second only to McDonalds 

during this time period in money spent on advertising (Buchanan & Wallack, 1998).  

While they remain a private organization, in 1998 PDFA joined forces with the 

government’s Office of National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP) through the Drug-Free 

Media Campaign Act, increasing the annual amount spent on anti-drug advertising to 

about $500 million a year ($195 million is appropriated from tax payers’ money; an equal 

amount then must be matched by the networks airing the spots, plus an additional amount 

raised privately) (Eddy, 2003). 

Among the extensive research that has aimed to measure the effectiveness of 

PDFA’s media campaign (Buchanan & Wallack, 1998; Eddy, 2003; Fishbein et al., 2002; 
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Hornik et al., 2008; Wagner & Sundar, 1999), there is a range of conflicting results.  This 

is in part due to a lack of consensus regarding the definition of success.  Studies 

measuring retention, perceived change in attitude, or awareness yield one set of results, 

whereas studies that examine rates of actual drug use point to a different set of 

conclusions.  Some studies have demonstrated that there may even be unintended 

negative side effects, such as curiosity arousal factor, which may ultimately lead to an 

increased likelihood of drug experimentation (Wagner & Sundar, 1999).  Another 

possible problem identified is that increased exposure to the anti-drug PSAs can lead to 

inflated assumptions regarding how many of one’s peers are using drugs and hence might 

lead an individual to the belief that drug use is “normal” (Hornik et al., 2008).  

In their article “This is the Partnership for a Drug-Free America:  Any 

Questions?” Buchanan and Wallack (1998) offered a critical analysis of the PDFA.  Their 

first objective was to show that with all of the data they collected and analyzed, there was 

no evidence that the PDFA was able to achieve its fundamental goal of decreasing drug 

use.  Beyond this, they addressed five points for discussion.  These points ranged from 

the problems caused by the misleading, false, and narrow representations of drugs (for 

which evidence has repeatedly shown the PDFA to be responsible) to a serious discussion 

of the conflicts of interests which arise from the funding sources.  Originally, a large 

amount of the PDFA’s money came from the pharmaceutical, alcohol, and tobacco 

industries.  After a journalist condemned the hypocrisy of this funding source (Cotts, 

1992), the PDFA stopped accepting money from alcohol and tobacco companies, 

although they still receive a substantial amount of funding from pharmaceutical 

companies (The Partnership at Drugfree.org, 2013).   
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But it is Buchanan and Wallack’s (1998) fifth point that is most relevant to this 

dissertation. 

The PDFA propagates a particular point of view regarding the causes of 

America’s drug problems, which, by the power of its reach, thereby 

marginalizes and delegitimates other perspectives.  The model promoted 

by the PDFA is that problems like drug abuse are best understood to be the 

result of individual choices. (p. 350) 

They argued that framing the drug problem in this way suggests that “the problem 

is solely the property of individuals, and has nothing to do with society, the social 

structure, poverty, unemployment, discrimination in opportunities for advancement, etc.” 

(pp. 350-351). 

As studies by Fishbein et al. (2002) and others have emphasized, while there is 

substantial diversity among the hundreds of ads that have been produced over the years, 

the notion of individual choice is consistent.  Additionally, anti-drug PSAs emphasize the 

idea that society needs to protect children from the harms of drugs, which further 

reinforces the belief that drug prohibition policies are morally necessary for the sake of 

protecting children.  Hence, aside from simply assessing the effectiveness of campaigns, 

this body of literature also helps provide a better understanding of how anti-drug ads help 

solidify the hegemonic beliefs that the United States has a severe drug problem and that 

the problem is due primarily to individuals making the unwise or immoral choice to use 

drugs.  Many of the depictions of drug use examined in this dissertation study were found 

to function in a similar manner.  This was especially true among Intervention and many 

of the teen dramas—programs with anti-drug messages that are often intended to serve a 

public service role.  
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Popular Cultural Depictions of Drugs 

The Norman Lear Center at USC Annenberg recently published a report that 

considers depictions of the war on drugs and the war on terror in highly rated prime-time 

television dramas (Blakely & Nahm, 2011).  Relying on content analysis and a 

cultivation foundation, they compared their findings regarding the televised 

representations of drug users and drug dealers with data pertaining to public opinion polls 

and rates of actual drug use and arrests.  Given the similarities to this dissertation 

research (including some overlap in our samples) and the fact that the report was 

published during the time that I was conducting the research, it is not surprising that I 

found the study to be highly informative during the analysis.  Their primary findings 

regarding the drug-related depictions in their sample include that drug users are rarely 

arrested; that drug suspects (which includes users and dealers) can be morally ambiguous 

or even heroic; that prescription drugs and marijuana are the most commonly depicted 

drugs (followed by methamphetamines); and that 65% of the drug suspects are white 

while 19% are Latino and 15% are black.  They note that while this last finding is not far 

from reality, “the episodes don’t depict the other half of the story—that people of color 

are disproportionately arrested, convicted and incarcerated” (p. 8).  Another argument 

they make, which I reference later and agree with, is that in depicting the frequent arrests 

of drug dealers and manufactures (72% arrested) alongside a lack of arrests of drug users 

(none are arrested in their sample), the reality that roughly 81% of all drug arrests in this 

country are for possession is obscured.   

Boyd’s (2008) analysis of 120 British, Canadian, and American fictional films 

about illegal drugs dating back to the early twentieth century was extremely valuable for 
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the research.  As with this dissertation, one of Boyd’s central purposes is to examine 

narratives and discourse in the context of drug prohibition policies.  As a historical study, 

her findings are especially important because the film industry emerged at around the 

same time that the United States’ drug prohibition policies were developing.  Hence, her 

consideration of dominant narratives and discourse patterns during various periods of the 

past one hundred years provides compelling evidence of a relationship between film 

representations of drugs and the socio-political contexts of drugs at the time.  Her 

discussion of both dominant and counter-hegemonic drug discourses in films was 

especially instructive for the ability to identify and recognize similar discourse patterns 

on television.  Throughout the evidence chapters, I frequently rely on references to 

Boyd’s findings in order to strengthen the analysis.    

Viano’s (2002) essay, which also considers film depictions of illegal drugs in 

conjunction with policy, was not only useful for the analysis but was also inspiring for 

the critical purpose of my research.  Although his study was not as extensive as Boyd’s, 

his bold objective of forcing recognition of the link between representation and policy is 

impressive and effective.  

[I]t is what drugs and addicts signify to the majority of people that 

creates the context for “Zero Tolerance.” The representation of drugs in 

various films has intersected sociohistorical reality in ways that 

imperiously demand our attention. At once “reflecting” and fabricating 

reality, these films have occasionally expressed dissent, but, for the most 

part, have been responsible—together with the other media—for the 

uncanny consensus that keeps the war churning. (Viano, 2002, p. 135) 
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From addressing ties between the 1930’s anti-marijuana scare films, Harry 

Anslinger, and the political and economic interests of Hearst Paper Manufacturing and 

the Du Pont corporation, to highlighting the relationship between filmic depictions of 

addiction and the legal/cultural closeting of drug addicts, Viano’s discussions, which rely 

on substantial evidence, anecdotes, and wit, illustrate some of the many not-so-

coincidental connections between media and drug policy.  Viano’s essay offers a plea for 

academics (and film studies scholars in particular) to start acknowledging the human 

rights issues involved in how society treats and regards addicts; to care more about the 

fact that 5.2% of our population is incarcerated, on parole, or on probation; and to start 

seriously considering what he playfully names C.I.A., or Cinema of Intoxication and 

Addiction (p. 136).  

Just as Viano suggested that there has been a dearth of film studies considering 

drug depictions, I found that, until recently, there were few scholarly considerations of 

drug representations in scripted entertainment television.  Aside from the Lear Center 

report (Blakely & Nahm, 2011) there have been a few other quantitative studies, 

including ONDCP’s aforementioned content analysis, which examined depictions of both 

legal (alcohol and tobacco) and illegal substance use (Christenson et al., 2000) and my 

own unpublished content analysis (Flener, 2004).  A few cultivation studies have 

included alcohol and/or drug metrics (in the content and/or the questioning) (e.g., 

Gerbner et al., 1981; Gerbner, 1990; and Shanahan & Morgan, 1999).  

One of the earlier studies of television drug representations is MacDonald’s 

(1983) study of drug use (both licit and illicit) on daytime dramas.  Unlike a typical 

content analysis, the content of programs was measured by interviewing many regular, 
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long-standing viewers.  Similar to the ONDCP’s findings during the late 1990s, 

MacDonald’s study found that by far the most common depiction of drug use was 

alcohol, which was represented favorably more often than negatively, while the rare 

representations of illicit drug use were always portrayed in a negative manner.   

Patterson (1994) conducted a study that considered the influence of messages 

about drugs from news, advertising, and entertainment media (which included both film 

and television).  He interviewed 228 college students to assess what actual messages 

about drugs are discerned from the media by those who grew up during the “just say no” 

era.  He found that subjects discerned primarily fear (pathos) messages from PSAs, 

enforce (ethos) messages from the news, and both fear and enforce messages from 

entertainment media.  While he expected that both the news and PSAs would “reflect a 

dominant encoding” (p. 354), he was surprised that entertainment media did as well and 

did not offer the more oppositional content he had hypothesized. 

As mentioned in the introduction, several essays in an edited collection that 

broadly considers the relationships between popular culture and drug consumption offer 

support for a normalization thesis as discussed by Parker, Williams, and Aldridge (2007).  

Carter (2007) looked at the casual treatment of cannabis and cannabis dealing in the 

recent BBC3 sitcom Ideal.  Referring to the program as both “edgy” and “risky,” Carter 

argued that the program’s treatment of both the use and selling of marijuana and hashish 

supports the normalization thesis.  However, he did point out that the sale and use of 

cocaine, heroin, and other illicit substances are still represented as marginalized and 

deviant behaviors and that the program intentionally depicts the life of a small time 

cannabis dealer as a “squalid and unattractive” (p. 174) existence.  Two other essays in 
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the collection focused on the normalization of drug use in popular music and music 

culture (Blake, 2007; Esan, 2007).  Interestingly, each of these researchers, who argued 

that popular cultural representations of drug use or drug dealing often normalize the 

behavior, analyzed texts that are not supported by a commercial advertising model (the 

BBC3 is state-supported television network and music is a product that is itself a 

commodity). 

Other scholarly considerations of televised depictions of illicit drugs that 

informed this study are within analyses of specific programs from the sample and are 

hence referenced within the evidence chapters.  The most informative were Lavoie’s 

(2011) discussion of counter-hegemony in Weeds; Kosovski and Smith’s (2011) critical 

analysis of Intervention; Marshall’s (2009) critical review of The Cleaner; and 

McKinley’s (1997) reception study of Beverly Hills, 90210.  Analyses of Miami Vice 

(Rosaldo, 1988; Stratton, 2009; Wang, 1988), of The Wire (Bryant & Pollock, 2010; 

Chare, 2011; Vest, 2011), and of reality policing programs such as Cops (Andersen, 

1994; Doyle, 1998, 2003) also provided meaningful context for the study.   
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CHAPTER 3 

THEORY AND METHOD 

As this is a qualitative study, the method is entwined with the theoretical 

propositions.  I approached the research from a perspective that was informed by critical 

cultural studies and critical political economy.  Louis Althusser’s formulation of ideology 

and Raymond Williams’s contribution to a theory of cultural materialism both serve as 

important foundations for many of the assumptions used in this study.  While I 

considered a variety of methodological approaches, I decided that critical discourse 

analysis, as discussed by Fairclough (1995) and van Dijk (2001), would be most 

appropriately suited to addressing the research questions in a way that is consistent with 

the theoretical framework and overriding purpose of the study.  Ultimately, I conducted a 

large-scale comparative textual analysis that focused on narratives, discourse, and 

ideology, all while attempting to remain cognizant of the broader political, economic, and 

historical contexts of the drug-related narratives.   

Critical Cultural Studies 

Broadly, a critical cultural studies perspective, which relies on a Marxist 

understanding of culture’s relationship to economic conditions, is premised on the notion 

that cultural artifacts reflect dominant ideologies.  More specifically, cultural 

materialism, a concept initially put forth by Raymond Williams, suggests that because 

cultural artifacts are produced within historically specific political, economic, and social 

conditions, an analysis of such an artifact can help to better understand the society in 

which it was produced.  Williams’s work on the circulation of meanings through the 

culture of everyday life established a foundational premise for cultural studies and its 
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approach to understanding the role of culture in society (Hardt, 1992).  Structural 

Marxism, which is based on Althusser’s conception of ideological state apparatuses as 

well as semiotic principles, and Gramsci’s view of hegemony have also had a profound 

influence on the theoretical premises of critical cultural studies (Hall, 1986).     

Cultural Materialism 

Within a cultural studies framework, Williams (1977) developed the theoretical 

concept known as cultural materialism.  Initially discussed in relation to canonical 

literary texts, cultural materialism is based on the understanding that cultural texts (and 

language especially) are constructed within specific social contexts and have a material 

function.  As such, an analysis of texts can reveal insights into the society in which they 

were produced.   

Grounded in the Marxist concept of historical materialism, which suggests that a 

society can be best understood through studies of its material relations (i.e., its economic 

conditions), cultural materialism was developed as a reconfiguration of traditional 

understandings of economic determinism. Williams (1977) noted that one of the 

problems with most scholars’ interpretation of Marx’s base/superstructure model is the 

fact that the materiality of the superstructure is often ignored.  This is a point on which 

Williams had elaborated specifically in an earlier essay about the base and superstructure 

(2001).  In this essay, originally published in 1973 in the New Left Review, Williams 

argued that usually the base is understood too narrowly and perceived as consisting only 

of the productive work within the “heavy industry” (2001, p. 165) of overtly material 

commodities (e.g., Williams cites Marx’s example of a piano).  Williams argued that 
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what is too often overlooked is the fact that the superstructure and culture also serve a 

productive role (e.g., in the reproduction of the work force).   

If we have the broad sense of productive forces, we look at the whole 

question of the base differently, and we are then less tempted to dismiss as 

superstructural, and in that sense as merely secondary, certain vital 

productive social forces, which are in the broad sense, from the beginning, 

basic. (Williams, 2001, p. 166) 

In other words, Williams perceived there to be an almost dialectical relationship 

between the base and the superstructure. This complex relationship becomes especially 

apparent in a capitalist society in which much of culture itself has been commoditized. 

“For Williams, cultural materialism is itself at one level a specific theoretical response to 

the cultural specificities of postmodern, late capitalism” (Milner, 2002, p. 104).   

Williams also believed that the term “determine” in Marx’s base/superstructure 

model is also usually conceived of too strictly. Williams argued that determination should 

be understood as the exertion of limits and pressures rather than simply as a causal agent 

(Williams, 2001).  Williams had similarly disagreed with many of Marshall McLuhan’s 

positions regarding technological determinism in that they tended to ignore other relevant 

social, economic, and political factors (Higgins, 2001).  The significance of Williams’s 

perspective is that it acknowledges the very real influence of economic conditions 

without falling into too rigid a conception of a determining base and a determined 

superstructure.   

Dominant Ideology 

Interested in understanding why the revolutions that Marx predicted did not occur 

and, more generally, how societies create and maintain hegemonic belief systems, 

Althusser (1971) defined what he called repressive and ideological state apparatuses.  

Repressive state apparatuses include the law, government, police, and other 
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establishments that use force.  But it is the role of ideological state apparatuses (which 

include churches, schools, families, and culture) that is relevant to cultural studies.  

Althusser’s (1971) Marxist argument was that for a capitalist society to continue, it is 

essential that the means of production be constantly recreated.  For the reproduction of 

the work force, he noted that a hegemonic ideology is crucial—otherwise a system that 

subsists on the (necessary) exploitation of a class would crumble beneath uprisings and 

revolts.  Althusser argued that ideological state apparatuses reproduce dominant belief 

systems and consequently help naturalize the unequal power relations that exist within a 

capitalist society.  Although focused primarily on the reproduction of a capitalist system, 

this understanding of dominant ideology is useful in making sense of how other forms of 

unequal power relations, such as those created by the United States’ drug policies, are 

naturalized. 

Althusser was influenced by Gramsci, who, writing from a prison in Italy under 

Mussolini’s fascist regime, was similarly motivated by disillusionment over people’s 

ability to comfortably accept the conditions of a society in which they are oppressed 

(Kellner & Durham, 2006).  Gramsci focused on the concept of hegemony as a way of 

understanding how dominant classes maintain control within a society.  “For Gramsci, 

societies maintained their stability through a combination of ‘domination,’ or force, and 

‘hegemony,’ defined as consent to ‘intellectual and moral leadership’” (Kellner & 

Durham, 2006, p. xv).  Additionally, Gramsci’s conception of hegemony suggests that 

there is a constant struggle over hegemonic meaning and, hence, that there is always the 

possibility of the accommodation of counter-hegemonic values (Hardt, 1992).   
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In part because it has relied on Marxist understandings of class conflict and the 

unequal distribution of the means of production, much of cultural studies research has 

adopted a decidedly critical perspective. Early research projects examined the cultural 

practices of the working class, youth subcultures, and other marginalized groups (Hardt, 

1992).  Although economic class has remained an important consideration, cultural 

studies expanded to be concerned with all unequal power relationships as “feminists, 

multiculturalists, and members of a wide range of subordinate groups detected that 

ideologies also reproduced relations of domination in the arenas of gender, race, 

ethnicity, sexuality, and further domains of everyday life” (Kellner & Durham, 2006, p. 

xiv).  Drug users and those who have suffered unduly from drug prohibition policies can 

easily be identified as “subordinate group” for whom “ideologies reproduce relations of 

domination.” 

Of course, multiple ideological positions coexist within a society.  The title of this 

dissertation uses the term “ideological content” and the first research question relies on 

the phrase “dominant ideology about drug use and [drug policy].” While I am relying 

broadly on an Althusserian understanding of ideology, I am also using the term to suggest 

a range of ideological perspectives regarding illicit drugs.  As suggested in the previous 

chapter’s discussion of dominant and alternative perspectives, there is a complex 

continuum of discourses pertaining to drug use and drug policy that range from 

conservative to reform-focused.  Hence, for the purpose of this study, I am recognizing 

two broad opposing ideological perspectives.  On the conservative side is pro-drug war 

ideology and the accompanying belief that the criminalized prohibition of certain 

recreational drugs is morally necessary.  On the other side are various reform ideologies 
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that generally posit that our current drug policies do more harm than the drugs 

themselves.   

White (1992) noted that although television generally offers “multiple ideological 

positions,” sometimes contradictory, a dominant position can usually be recognized (p. 

180).  She noted that “however complex and contradictory, the range of ideological 

positions to be found on television is ultimately limited to sets of cultural and social 

beliefs that are not extreme—positions that, from the perspective of the mainstream, 

could still be considered reasonable and widely held” (pp. 190-191). 

Political Economy and the Commodity Form of Television Programming 

This dissertation relies not only on a critical cultural studies framework for the 

analysis of televised drug narratives, but also political economic assumptions that lead to 

a comparative analysis based on varying economic models of television.  A brief 

overview of Marx’s (1909) concept of the commodity and the commodification process 

provides a useful starting point for understanding what the dominant commodity form of 

a television program is.  

Commodification has long been understood as the process of taking goods 

and services that are valued for their use (for example, food to satisfy 

hunger, stories for communication) and transforming them into 

commodities that are valued for what they can earn in the marketplace 

(farming to sell food, producing drama for commercial television). 

(Mosco, 2006, p. 96)   

Claiming that programming is just the “free lunch” used to get the audience there, 

attentive, and ready to be sold to advertisers, Smythe (1977/1997) argued that the 

audience is the actual commodity manufactured by commercial broadcasters.  Jhally and 

Livant (1986) went one step further and referred to the programming as the equivalent of 

wages paid for the work of watching the commercials.   
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Jhally and Livant (1986) also argued that only programming suitable to the needs 

of the advertisers can air.  For example, a program cannot decry the evils of capitalism if 

the advertisers paying for the program want the viewers to go out and buy their products.  

Meehan claimed that Smythe was not vulgar enough in his economically determinist 

perspective, arguing that “television is structured to discriminate against anyone outside 

the commodity audience of white, 18- to 34-year-old, heterosexual, English-speaking, 

upscale men” (Meehan, 2002/2006, p. 320).  As she had previously noted, ratings are 

what is actually produced and sold (Meehan, 1984).  And since not all demographics 

garner the same rate, Meehan argued that not all members of the television audience are 

valued equally. Whereas executives at a subscription channel might not care about the 

specific demographics of its viewers (as long as the viewers are loyal and renew their 

subscriptions), commercial advertisers purchasing time care very much about who 

specifically is watching.   

Similarly, Gandy (2004) elaborated on the idea that commercial advertisers seek 

the “right” eyeballs.  He noted that broadcast television can be thought of as a “public 

good” (one which is freely available for all) while subscription television is a “private 

good” (one which the consumer purchases).  Looking at the early days of broadcasting, 

Gandy argued that having media available as a public good initially hampered capitalist 

opportunities because it is difficult or impossible to commodify a public good.  The 

solution to this problem was the introduction of advertising, which Gandy argued “has 

introduced the most troublesome disturbance into the media environment” (p. 329).  

Gandy demonstrated how advertisers influence and shape media, presumably a public 

good, for their own capitalist interests.  
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Advertisers are the consumers of audience attention, not content.  

Advertisers think of audiences as markets, but they purchase access to 

them as commodities… Unlike individual consumers, who are relatively 

powerless in the market for content and have to choose from whatever the 

market has to offer, advertisers have considerable market power.  As a 

result they are able to influence what the market supplies (Gandy, 2004, 

pp. 329-330). 

Gandy argued that because advertisers consider there to be “good demos” and 

“bad demos,” undervalued market segments, such as African Americans, are largely 

ignored and underrepresented. 

Although subscription-supported networks in the United States are owned by 

large multinational conglomerations, executives do not need to take into consideration the 

positions of advertisers when making programming decisions.  Although perhaps 

representative of broadcasting’s past, the following quote from a television writer’s 

Congressional testimony in 1972 provides an illustrative example. 

I was asked to write another episode of “The FBI” on a subject of my 

choice, at about the time five or six years ago, when four little black girls 

were killed by the bomb in the Birmingham Church.  It had been 

announced that the FBI was involving itself in the case and I told the 

producer I wanted to write a fictional account of it.  He checked with the 

sponsor, the Ford Motor Company, and with the FBI… and reported back 

that they would be delighted to have me write about a Church bombing 

subject only to these stipulations:  The Church must be in the North, there 

can be no Negroes involved, and the bombing could have nothing to do 

with civil rights.  After I said I couldn’t write that program, I asked if I 

could do a show on police brutality, also in the news at that time; 

certainly, the answer came back, as long as the charge was trumped up, the 

policeman vindicated, and the man who brought the specious charge 

prosecuted.  (David Rintels, president of the Writer’ Guild of America 

West, U.S. Senate Subcommittee, 1972, as cited by Carlson, 1985, pp. 32-

33)  

David Simon recalled similar restrictive experiences serving as a writer for 

NBC’s Homicide: Life on the Streets (which was based on a book he had written).  Simon 
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recounted instances when NBC executives would request script changes to remove 

morally ambiguous story arcs and to add “life-affirming moments” (Simon, 2004, p. 13). 

In contrast, Simon claimed that he and the other writers of HBO’s The Wire (a 

series that he created; also considered in this study) enjoyed the relative freedom to 

explore subject matter that would be deemed too controversial for commercial television. 

Simon elaborated on how the economic model of the subscription network allowed for 

this possibility.   

Until recently, all of American television has been about selling…  For 

half a century, American network television wrapped its programs around 

the advertising—not the other way around…  But, on HBO, nothing other 

than the stories themselves are for sale, and therefore—absent the cell 

phones and the dish soap—there is nothing to mitigate against a sad story.  

Or a subversive story.…  The Wire could not exist but for HBO, or more 

precisely, an economic model exactly like HBO. (Simon, 2004, pp. 11-12) 

As Simon acknowledged, HBO is ultimately still interested in profits and further, 

it is owned by the large media conglomerate Time Warner.  However, he noted that “on 

the conglomerate’s premium cable channel, the only product being sold is the 

programming itself” (Simon, 2004, p. 11).   

While subscription-based networks provide the stronger polar distinction to 

broadcast networks in terms of their commodity form, basic cable channels have their 

own unique hybrid economic model.   Although most basic cable networks rely on 

advertisers, they also strive to build a brand that will garner higher per-subscriber rates 

(paid by cable and satellite providers) by producing quality and in-demand programming 

(Reeves, Rogers, & Epstein, 2007).  AMC’s per-subscriber rate rose from 22 to 24 cents 

as a direct result of the success of programs like Mad Men and Breaking Bad (both of 

which are considered in this study) (Steinberg, 2010).  It is also worth noting that because 

basic cable networks are more apt to seek niche audiences, they often produce a 
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commodity audience somewhat distinct from that of broadcast networks, which have 

historically sought a mass (and ideally upscale) audience.   

Balancing Critical Cultural Studies and Political Economy? 

Theoretically, there may appear to be a conflict in simultaneously relying on both 

a critical cultural studies and a political economy framework.  Scholars who align 

themselves with either perspective have often perceived their ideas to be at odds with the 

views of those in the other camp (e.g., Garnham, 1995; Grossberg, 1995).  Yet to a 

certain extent, Williams’s conception of cultural materialism and his reconfiguration of 

the base/superstructure model help bridge these disagreements. 

In 1995, the journal Critical Studies in Mass Communication provided a forum 

for a debate that had been brewing for some time between scholars from the cultural 

studies discipline and those who approach the studies of mass communication from a 

political economy perspective.  Garnham (1995) opened the forum with a sharply critical 

assessment of the then current state of cultural studies and what Garnham perceived as its 

many failures to properly address the communication industries.  The cultural studies 

Garnham depicted is barely critical, in denial about the importance of economic factors, 

and blinded by naive assumptions about the audience’s ability to act with resistance.  

While there are valuable arguments in his essay, it is clear that his criticisms are only 

appropriate for a fraction of the work that has been produced within a cultural studies 

framework.   

Grossberg (1995) and Carey (1995), both culture studies theorists, as well as 

Murdock (1995), a scholar more often identified with political economy, offered 

responses to Garnham’s essay.  Each of the respondents noted that, historically, cultural 
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studies has always been concerned with economic conditions, at least as one component 

of a broader analysis.  Even Carey (1995), whose response suggested some of the 

strongest disagreements with Garnham, noted that “[t]he stress on the role of critical 

political economy as a necessary starting point for a critical analysis of contemporary 

culture is, in my view, absolutely correct” (p. 90, emphasis added).  But Carey also 

argued that the problem with an analysis of just the political economy is that it is “highly 

predictable and redundant, and rarely surprising” (p. 87), while, as history shows us, it is 

the issues that divide a society—from the cold war to race relations—that contain the 

most room for resistance and hence provide the subject matter for the most meaningful 

and important analyses of culture.  

But even in 1995, Carey referred to the “now obsolete ‘base-superstructure’ 

issue” (p. 82).  My own understanding of cultural studies is that it is an inherently critical 

theory and hence one which should always, as Carey suggested, rely on political 

economy considerations at least as a starting point.  I believe it is important for any 

analysis of cultural artifacts—especially of those produced within the cultural 

industries—to at least briefly consider some of the political economy aspects of 

production, distribution, and/or consumption.   

Method 

I conducted a large-scale comparative textual analysis of primarily contemporary 

television programs produced and shown in the United States in which a dominant or 

substantial component of the story pertains to illicit drug use, the drug trade, and/or drug 

policy.  The sample came from broadcast, cable, and subscription networks.  In some 

cases, individual episodes were examined; in others, entire series were considered.  While 
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the vast majority of programs included in the study were produced within the past ten 

years, a handful of programs from the 1980s and 1990s were included in the sample to 

provide some historical context.  Although the studyI relies heavily on narrative analysis, 

the broader methodological approach was critical discourse analysis.   

Critical Discourse Analysis 

Norman Fairclough and Teun van Dijk have each discussed approaches to critical 

discourse analysis.  While there is a great deal of agreement in their views of discourse 

analysis, van Dijk has emphasized the importance of analyses that demonstrate how the 

status quo is maintained, while Fairclough’s attention is often directed to moments of 

societal change and has suggested that researchers should focus on “creative” forms of 

discourse that “reflect areas of variability and instability as well as areas of stability” 

(Fairclough, 1995, p. 33). Both agree that an ideal discourse analysis is likely to 

simultaneously rely on several methodological approaches but that “detailed attention 

to… language and ‘texture’” (Fairclough, p. 33) is always an essential component.  Van 

Dijk (2001) outlined some of the characteristics of an effective critical discourse analysis, 

noting that it “focuses on the way discourse structures enact, confirm, legitimate, 

reproduce, or challenge relations of power and dominance in society” and that “[r]ather 

than merely describe discourse structures, it tries to explain them in terms of properties of 

social interaction and especially social structure” (p. 353, original italics).  Additionally, 

van Dijk noted that “most kinds of [critical discourse analysis] will ask questions about 

the way specific discourse structures are deployed in the reproduction of social 

dominance” (pp. 353-354). 
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Fairclough (1995) provided a useful overview of how one might approach a 

discourse analysis suggesting an alternating focus on “communicative events” and “the 

order of discourse” (p. 56).  A communicative event can be broken down into the “text, 

discourse practice, and sociocultural practice,” with discourse practice consisting of the 

text’s production and consumption, and the sociocultural practice referring to the broader 

social and cultural context in which the text is consumed (p. 57, original italics).  The 

order of discourse is essentially a way of understanding the prioritizing, privileging, or 

networking of different discursive types used within a single institution, community, text, 

or social domain (p. 55); thus a study of the order of discourse is really a study of how 

two or more different discursive types are used in any one context.  Fairclough provided 

an example of a single newspaper article that uses both colloquial and official language 

and then illustrated how an analysis of the article’s order of discourse can reveal how a 

shift between discursive types can be used for persuasive purposes.  He argued that texts 

that include “variable and changeable discursive practices” (p. 65) are likely to become 

popular and hence conventionalized.  However, Fairclough also noted that it is often 

through these more complex and creative discourse processes that alternative and 

counter-hegemonic ideas emerge.     

While all critical discourse analyses are concerned with institutional structures 

and the historical, economic, and social contexts of a text, language is always a central 

focus.  Fairclough (1995) noted that language is in a “dialectical relationship” in that 

while it is socially shaped, it is also “socially constitutive,” or socially shaping.  Hence, 

“[c]ritical discourse analysis explores the tension between these two sides of language, 

the socially shaped and the socially constitutive, rather than opting one-sidedly for one or 



   50 

the other” (p. 55).  This perspective underscores Fairclough’s interest in the role of 

discourse in not just supporting the status quo but also in contributing to social change.  

“[A]ny text makes its own small contribution to shaping these aspects of society and 

culture” (p. 55).  

Sample 

Many of the programs watched were selected because they are primarily about 

drug use and/or the drug trade.  Interestingly, all of the series that are primarily about 

drugs are from basic cable or subscription networks.  In order to identify drug-related 

storylines from other programming (especially for the broadcast sample), I initially relied 

on the website TV.com to search episode guides.  I used a variety of keywords ranging 

from the word “drug” to specific drug names (e.g., “marijuana,” “heroin,” etc.) to words 

like “addict,” “trafficking,” “DEA,” and for some programs more colloquial words (e.g., 

“pot,” “weed,” or “junkie”).  During the course of the research, additional programs and 

specific episodes, both current and from the past, from across all three tiers of television, 

were brought to my attention, usually through conversations with friends and colleagues 

and occasionally because of a reference to a drug-related storyline mentioned on the Web 

or elsewhere.  Although I had initially intended to consider only scripted series, it was 

obvious that there are too many relevant reality-based programs that deal with issues of 

addiction and policing the drug war to omit these television narratives from the sample.  

Similarly, while the purpose of the research originally led me assume that I would only 

consider depictions of illicit drugs, I realized that the analysis would be lacking without 

the inclusion of at least a few select storylines that I recognized to be important that 
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regarded the use/abuse of pharmacological drugs that are available legally with a 

prescription.    

While this was not a quantitative study and a complete or statistically 

representative sample was not possible, my aim was to be as comprehensive and as 

relatively representative as possible.  The sample includes over 400 hours of television 

programming (although, when adjusted for commercials, the total running time of 

programs watched is roughly 341 hours).  The breakdown by platform is: 202 hours (155 

hours adjusted running time) from broadcast networks (a quarter of which comes from 

programs from past eras); 120 hours (92 hours adjusted running time) from basic cable 

networks; and 94 hours from premium subscription cable networks.  Appendix A 

provides an overview of all the programs watched organized by platform and Appendix B 

lists all of the programs with episode numbers cited in the study.   

In order to provide some historical context, I watched a few select television 

programs from broadcasting’s past that included significant drug-related narratives in 

order to provide a historical context.  I watched over 30 episodes of Beverly Hills, 90210 

(Fox, 1990-2000), which included seven distinct drug-related storylines.  Perhaps 

because I watched all ten seasons when the series originally aired, and because it was 

while watching this program that I first started to think critically about representations of 

drug use on television, I suspected that it might provide an important historical context 

for contemporary narratives. Other broadcast programs produced more than ten years ago 

that I watched include: two episodes of Diff’rent Strokes (NBC, 1978-1986), including 

one with Nancy Reagan as a guest star; a “very special episode” of Growing Pains (ABC, 

1985-1992); a few episodes from the first seasons of Miami Vice (NBC, 1984-1989) and 
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Hill Street Blues (NBC, 1981-1987); two episodes of Freaks and Geeks (NBC, 1999-

2000); and several episodes of That 70’s Show (Fox, 1998-2006), which could just as 

easily be classified as a contemporary program.  

Some of the contemporary broadcast programs that provided the most meaningful 

or relevant narratives and hence received the most attention in include: 90210 (The CW, 

2008-2013); Big Bang Theory (CBS, 2007-present); Brothers and Sisters (ABC, 2006-

2011); CSI: Miami (CBS, 2002-2012); Family Guy (Fox, 1999-2003, 2005-present); 

Friday Night Lights (NBC, 2006-2010); Grey’s Anatomy (ABC, 2005-present); Harry’s 

Law (NBC, 2011-2012); House M.D. (Fox, 2004-2012); How I Met Your Mother (CBS, 

2005-2014); NCIS (CBS, 2003-present); and One Tree Hill (The WB 2003-2006; The 

CW, 2006-2012).  Perhaps not surprisingly, storylines that involve drug use and abuse 

appear frequently on serial dramas and often continued over several episodes or even 

multiple seasons, while depictions of drug sellers and the drug trade are more common 

among episodic crime procedural dramas and hence are often contained in a single 

episode.  Comedies tend to offer depictions of drug use without extended abuse 

narratives.   

The basic cable series for which I conducted close analyses include: Breaking Bad 

(AMC, 2008-2013); The Cleaner (A&E, 2008-2009); DEA (Spike, 2008-2009); 

Gangland (History, 2007-2010); and Intervention (A&E, 2005-2013).  Breaking Bad is a 

drama about drug dealers and the drug trade but also contains many depictions of drug 

use and addiction.  The Cleaner, a scripted drama, and Intervention, a reality-based 

series, are primarily about drug addiction while DEA and Gangland, both also reality-

based programs, primarily depict law enforcement and the drug trade.  In addition to 
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these series, I also watched a few episodes of Blue Mountain State (Spike, 2010-2011); 

Celebrity Rehab (VH1, 2008-2012); Mad Men (AMC, 2007- present); Skins (MTV, 

2011); Sons of Anarchy (FX, 2008-present); and Workaholics (Comedy Central, 2011- 

present). 

The subscription network series for which I conducted close analyses include: 

Entourage (HBO, 2004-2011); Nurse Jackie (Showtime, 2009-present); Weeds 

(Showtime, 2005-2012); and The Wire (HBO, 2002-2008).  Like Breaking Bad, both The 

Wire, a drama, and Weeds, a comedy, are set within the world of the drug trade but also 

include representations of drug use and addiction.  Entourage and Nurse Jackie are both 

comedies that feature depictions of drug use and abuse.  Additionally, I watched a few 

episodes of Boardwalk Empire (HBO, 2011-present); Bored to Death (HBO, 2009-2011); 

and Party Down (Starz, 2009-2010).   

Methodological Approach 

The research was conducted over a three year time period from 2010 through 

early 2013.  While I was occasionally able to record episodes when they originally aired, 

the majority of the shows were viewed either on DVD or streamed online.  In order to 

conduct a more meaningful critical discourse analysis, I borrowed from a number of 

methodologies, including narrative analysis, critical linguistics, and genre analysis.  I 

initially relied upon a set of pre-established questions in order to help ensure a more 

rigorous and semi-structured approach (see Appendix C).  My goal was to be cognizant 

of both the use of language and various discursive types within each episode, in addition 

to focusing on broader recurring themes, patterns, and notable omissions.  As such, 

several of the standardized questions used address primarily narrative concerns.  In 
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addition to writing a brief synopsis of the drug-related storyline and descriptions of the 

relevant characters, I aimed to consider and answer most or all of these standardized 

questions.   

Knowing that identifying drug-related discourses would be an essential aspect of 

the analysis, I relied on the literature to create an outline of some of the more familiar 

discourses regarding illicit drugs that I anticipated finding (see Appendix D).  In addition 

to addressing specific questions regarding plot, characters, and discursive types, I tried to 

take notes regarding the setting, stylistic considerations, and other relevant observations.  

For continuing storylines, especially in the case of complex series with ongoing 

narratives (such as Weeds and Breaking Bad), I tried to simultaneously take notes and 

address certain questions on an episode-to-episode basis while remaining aware of the 

broader recurring themes and narratives within the series.  

Although I had pre-established questions and anticipated familiar discourses 

outlined before starting the research, ultimately the note-taking process evolved and 

became less-formalized over time.  While for some programs I found myself simply 

writing a few paragraphs summarizing the plot, other programs inspired multiple pages of 

notes that addressed more detailed observations and reflections regarding setting, 

dialogue, characters, and actions.  Initially, plot synopses (as they pertained to drug-

related storylines) dominated the notes, in part because I was concerned with being able 

to recall episodes’ narratives later.  If possible, I always watched programs with English 

subtitles or closed captioning, so the notes included substantial portions of dialogue when 

I felt the language to be relevant.  I discovered that for some programs and episodes, 

relatively detailed episode descriptions—and occasionally even entire scripts—could be 
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found online.  Hence, I would often look up a show online before or while watching an 

episode to see if I could find the information I needed.  If it was available online, I still 

took notes but could then rely on online resources for detailed plot descriptions.  The 

availability of extended episode guides online also helped to clarify character and 

location names and other pertinent information that can sometimes be difficult to 

ascertain correctly while watching a program.   

The style and depth of my note-taking varied the most for programs that I 

watched over multiple seasons.  When watching episodes from the third or fourth season 

of a program, it sometimes became difficult to take such detailed notes while trying to 

press through and watch as much of the series as was available.  However, it also become 

somewhat easier to observe some of the more relevant aspects of these programs during 

later seasons because I would develop an awareness of what was most compelling and 

relevant about the program and would then start to watch for such instances.  For 

example, I knew after two seasons of Breaking Bad that what interested me most were its 

representations of Latinos, DEA activities, and drug addicts.  And so while watching 

seasons three and four, the notes varied to reflect these areas more than others.   

Watching and taking notes on episodes constituted only the first part of the 

research.  While I relied primarily on textual analysis, as a discourse analysis, I aimed to 

at least minimally consider the reception and production contexts.  As a result, I found it 

difficult to separate the research from the analysis and the writing process, as it is during 

this latter stage when I felt compelled to move beyond the text.  While writing (which is 

also when the analysis occurred), I frequently had multiple tabs open on my Web browser 

from a variety of sources including official Websites for the program, fan sites and 
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forums, critical reviews, and the usual: Wikipedia, TV.com, and imdb.com; in addition to 

frequent visits to televisionwithoutpity.com and tvtropes.org.  Hence, for me, the actual 

writing of the next three evidence chapters felt like as much a part of the research as 

watching the television programs was. 

Throughout the analysis, I sought to identify what Fairclough (1995) regarded as 

the “order of discourse” and the existence of noticeable disruptions within the discourse 

(p. 65).  The order of discourse is essentially a way of understanding the prioritizing, 

privileging, or networking of different discursive types used within a single institution, 

community, text, or social domain (p. 55); thus a study of the order of discourse is really 

a study of how two or more different discursive types are used in any one context.  This 

concept was especially instrumental as I attempted to answer the second research 

question (which I discuss in the conclusion chapter) by helping me essentially rank 

various programs and narratives, especially those that are more complex, according to 

their tendency to support or challenge certain dominant ideological positions regarding 

drugs and drug policy. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE CHOICE TO USE DRUGS 

A person finds herself over-committed and stressed, usually with work, and 

decides to use drugs—just this once—to help get through a particularly trying time.  In 

television narratives, this is often followed by the individual almost immediately 

developing a debilitating habit.  Usually a friend or family member will discover the drug 

use and offer to help.  The drug user will most likely end up going to rehab or will 

otherwise find a way to get clean (i.e., be “scared straight”).  But there will almost always 

be at least one negative consequence which serves to represent reaching a “rock bottom.”  

While not all characters who use illicit drugs on television fall into this pattern, there are 

almost always negative consequences for use (unless the drug is marijuana; more on that 

later).  And while some characters succumb to temptation and suffer the consequences, 

others choose to just say no.  Because narratives regarding drug use often focus on an 

individual’s choice, dramatic scenes built around a character’s decision to use drugs are 

not uncommon.   

In contrast to what one might assume about the prevalence of drugs on television, 

illicit drug use by primary characters in broadcast entertainment television programs has 

been historically underrepresented in comparison to rates of actual drug use among the 

population (McDonald, 1983; Christenson et al., 2000; Long, O’Connor, Gerbner, & 

Concato, 2003).  For example, Long et al. (2003) found that in an analysis of the 1995-

1996 season of prime-time entertainment programming, only 0.8% of television 

characters used illicit drugs, far less than the 6.1% rate of illicit drug users nationally 

during the same time period.  These studies all noted that most of the representations of 
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illicit drug use identified in their respective samples led to negative consequences, while 

alcohol use, which was far more frequently depicted, was commonly shown in a positive 

light and less frequently associated with negative consequences.  However, because these 

studies all drew samples from broad ranges of programming, each had relatively few 

cases of illicit drug use from which to draw conclusions.  The study by Christenson et al., 

which was commissioned by the ONDCP, included only three instances of a character 

using an illicit drug from a sample of 168 top-rated episodes from the fall of 1998.  

However, illicit drugs were seen, referenced, or mentioned without actually being used in 

20% of the episodes, allowing the authors to draw conclusions about the frequent 

negative connotations linked to illicit drug use (Christenson et al., 2000, p. 19). 

Because the sample was drawn from episodes identified as containing drug-

related storylines based on episode descriptions, my own previous unpublished 

quantitative content analysis included more characters (Flener, 2004).  The sample 

included 32 illicit drug-using characters drawn from 47 episodes that originally aired 

between 1994 and 2004.
2
  In response to the question “Does something negative happen 

to the character?,” the answer was yes for 23 of the 32 drug users (the ratio was actually 

higher for drug-dealing characters, which will be discussed briefly in chapter 6).  In 

addition to the personal negative consequences faced by over two-thirds of these drug-

using characters, about half (17 of 32) inflicted emotional or financial distress on another 

person.   

                                                 

2
Only two episodes from this past quantitative study’s sample were re-watched and 

considered in this dissertation research.  They are: CSI (2.16) and Freaks and Geeks 

(1.13). 
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This chapter looks at television narratives involving the individual choice to use 

drugs and the dominant discourse regarding negative consequences that emerges.  

Although for the comparative purposes of the second research question the sample 

included primarily contemporary programs, a few historical broadcast examples were 

considered in order to provide a fuller context for the first research question.  Many of the 

narratives from past broadcast programs were found to serve as templates for drug use 

storylines in more contemporary programs (especially from broadcast networks).  Most 

of the contemporary narratives considered in this chapter come from the broadcast 

sample.  As will be discussed in more detail in the conclusion chapter, the dominance of 

moral lessons from broadcast networks may be tied public interest obligation pressures 

(and the fact most of the programs considered that were produced for a younger audience 

are in the broadcast sample).       

The 1980s and the Choice to Just Say No 

During the 1980s, soon after President Reagan launched his “War on Drugs” and 

in the midst of a media-described “crack epidemic,” television viewers were inundated 

with variations on the lesson to just say no to drugs.  Most of these messages were 

offered through public service announcements produced by the Partnership for a Drug 

Free America (PDFA), which was formed in 1986.  However, occasionally an episode of 

a television program would further promote this perspective.  Relevant examples are 

found in the popular sitcoms Diff’rent Strokes (NBC, 1978-1986) and Growing Pains 

(ABC, 1985-1992).   

In a classic episode of Diff’rent Strokes (5.22), Arnold, a sixth grader at the time, 

falls asleep during class because he was up late trying to write a story for a journalism 
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contest.  At recess, one of his friends dramatically pulls out a white pill in a little plastic 

bag and suggests to Arnold that it might help him stay awake.  Arnold is shocked that his 

friend has and is offering him drugs.  Although Arnold does not want to use drugs, he 

asks his friend to introduce him to his dealer.  Arnold decides that he can write about 

drugs being bought and sold in his grade school for the journalism contest.  When he 

meets his friend’s dealer, who appears to be another student about his age, Arnold learns 

that a variety of pills (e.g., “uppers” and “downers”) are for sale.  Arnold says that he 

forgot his money and does not actually buy any drugs.  After submitting his story, the 

principal refuses to enter it into the contest because he assumes that Arnold fabricated the 

story.  The principal does not believe that there could be drugs in his school.  So Arnold 

takes his story to the city newspaper, where it is published. 

The next morning then-First Lady Nancy Reagan arrives unannounced at the 

Drummond household.  She explains to Arnold and his father that she saw the story in the 

newspaper and is concerned and would like to speak to Arnold’s principal and 

classmates.  When addressing Arnold’s sixth grade class, Mrs. Reagan warns the children 

that drugs can ruin their lives.  One student (Arnold’s friend who had the pill earlier in 

the episode) asks about marijuana, noting that he heard it is safe.  Mrs. Reagan responds 

with a cautionary tale:   

Let me tell you a true story about a boy we’ll call Charlie. He was only 14 

and he was burned out on marijuana.  He was in a stupor; a permanent 

daze.  And one day when his little sister wouldn’t steal some money for 

him to go and buy some more drugs, he brutally beat her.  The real truth is 

there’s no such thing as soft drugs or hard drugs.  All drugs are dumb.... 

don’t end up another Charlie. (Nancy Reagan, appearing on Diff’rent 

Strokes, 5.22, 1983) 

Aside from being promoted as a “very special episode” because of its topic, it was 

significant to have a person of Mrs. Reagan’s stature appear on a television sitcom.  The 
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episode coincided with the launch of the “Just Say No” drug awareness campaign that 

became Mrs. Reagan’s signature cause as First Lady.  

This was not the first episode of Diff’rent Strokes that addressed drug use.  The 

preceding season included an episode in which Willis, Arnold’s older brother, purchases 

and tries marijuana in an attempt to make friends at his new high school (4.02).  When 

two upperclassmen discover that Willis has access to money, they pressure him to buy 

“grass” for a party.  As a nervous freshman eager to make new friends, Willis goes along 

with their plan and buys some marijuana.  Under further pressure to try the marijuana and 

make sure that it is “good stuff,” Willis smokes some alone in his bedroom.   

As this was an isolated incident of experimental use, the only negative 

consequences that Willis suffers are that he acts foolishly and he disappoints his father, 

who threatens to take Willis to the police himself if he ever finds him near drugs again.  

The discourse surrounding the negative consequences of marijuana use in this episode is 

focused more on its illegal status and less on any possible physical or psychological harm 

the drug might cause.  Upon discovering the marijuana in Willis’s room, Tootie, a family 

friend, jokes about him ending up in jail.  When Willis asks his father how smoking 

marijuana is worse than drinking, Mr. Drummond states that although too much alcohol 

can also hurt people, the difference is that alcohol is legal for adults.   

This episode aired in the fall of 1981, after President Reagan had taken office but 

before the “Just Say No” drug awareness campaign had been launched.  Whereas the 

earlier episode relied on fear of the law and arrest as a reason to avoid drugs, the later 

episode featured Nancy Reagan suggesting that drug use can lead to depraved behavior.  

There is no scientific evidence that links marijuana use with violent behavior (Roth, 
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1994).  The story of “Charlie” is likely to be as true as the depictions linking marijuana to 

violence featured in 1930s anti-marijuana films like Reefer Madness (1936) and Assassin 

of Youth (1935), which “focus on marijuana as the evil, luring… youths into addiction, 

depravity, insanity, and murder” (Boyd, 2008, p. 47). 

A classic anti-drug episode of Growing Pains aired later during the 1980s, after 

Just Say No had become a familiar slogan and there was a tremendous amount of national 

attention focused on problems associated with cocaine and crack cocaine use.  In “Thank 

God it’s Friday” (2.15), Mike Seaver, a junior in high school, and two of his friends get 

invited to a party of mostly college students.  When they realize that people at the party 

are going into the bathroom two or more at a time to use cocaine, Mike is outraged and 

suggests to his friends that they leave.  But his friends want to stay in hopes of talking to 

women.  The three friends discuss how they will turn down the drug if offered.  Then an 

attractive woman at the party invites Mike to join her in the bathroom to use cocaine with 

her.  After first timidly mentioning that he has never used cocaine, he then more 

forcefully states “I don’t want to do coke, ok.”  The woman and her friend giggle at the 

comment, so Mike decides to leave the party while his friends remain.  Later, after having 

a heart-to-heart conversation with his father about the difficulty of saying no, Mike learns 

that his two friends also chose to not use cocaine.  

The episode ends with Kirk Cameron, the actor who plays Mike Seaver, breaking 

the “fourth wall” and addressing the television audience.  Although in the narrative Mike 

had already gone home, Cameron returns to the scene of the party.  Suddenly, the music 

stops, the lights shift, and everyone in the room stops moving and looks at the camera.  

Cameron enters the frame and addresses the camera.  He explains that although “you” 
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(i.e., the viewer) may believe that everyone is doing drugs and that drugs are cool, it is 

not actually so.  “Everyone’s not using drugs and you don’t have to try them to be cool” 

(2.15).   

While the PSA-like quality of the above examples may be representative of a 

particular historical moment, television programs continue to promote a just-say-no 

perspective.  In the episodes watched for this study, most of the anti-drug lessons were 

found in storylines involving characters who, unlike Arnold Jackson and Mike Seaver, 

succumb to pressures and choose to use drugs. 

Dramatic Anti-Drug Lessons from the 1990’s Beverly Hills, 90210 

During the 1990s, Beverly Hills, 90210 (Fox, 1990-2000) presented a plethora of 

storylines that involved drug use.  The series, which began as a program designed to 

address topical and controversial issues related to teen life in an episodic format, 

eventually developed into a character-driven serial drama that focused on the 

complexities of young adult life.  When the series began, the primary characters were all 

privileged white high school students living in the wealthy community of Beverly Hills, 

California.  The show continued until they were all in their mid- to late-20s.  Although 

the program did not have high ratings overall, it was remarkably successful among a key, 

young demographic and it earned loyal fans that helped the Fox Network grow (Fry, 

n.d.).  While earlier seasons tended to feature the type of simplistic issue-based problems 

that can easily be resolved in a single episode, later storylines were drawn out over 

several episodes or even seasons, and hence often included more complex depictions of 

drug use.    



  64 

U4EA: Brandon’s Regrettable Choice 

Although teen drinking is addressed during the first season, illicit drug use does 

not become a plot point until the second season.  In the episode “U4EA,” named after a 

fictional designer club drug (depicted in the episode as having effects similar to MDMA, 

commonly referred to as Ecstasy), the main characters all go to an underground party, or 

rave, at a warehouse (2.15).  Brandon Walsh, one of the series’ central characters, is 

romantically involved with troubled new girl Emily Valentine at the time.  Being familiar 

with the drug and its effects, Emily decides that it could help strengthen their relationship 

as a couple.  When she offers the drug to Brandon, he is adamant about not wanting to 

use it, insisting, “I told you I don’t do drugs.”  But then without his knowledge or 

consent, Emily slips the drug in her and Brandon’s drinks.  Although Brandon is upset 

when he realizes that she has drugged him, once the drug takes effect, he appears to enjoy 

the experience.  However, ultimately they face several negative consequences for their 

drug use:  they behave in a manner for which Brandon is later ashamed; when their 

friends realize that they are on drugs, they express disappointment but make sure that the 

couple take a cab home and not drive; and when Brandon leaves his car parked outside 

the venue, it is destroyed by vandals.                 

Aside from the storyline involving Emily and Brandon’s drug use, drug users at 

the rave are depicted as stereotypically strung-out, with syringes, vials, and other drug 

paraphernalia scattered on the ground around them.  Most of the primary characters 

(including Brandon himself as well as Donna, Kelly, and Brenda) appear bothered by the 

visible drug use at the party.  Dylan, who at 17 years old is already a self-professed 

recovering alcoholic (and who later goes on to have his own drug problems), seems less 
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shocked by the drug use than the others, but he does not condone it.  Emily is the only 

character who does not see the drug use at the rave as a problem.  Emily’s familiarity 

with drugs coupled with her decision to drug Brandon both serve to reinforce the 

portrayal of her character as troubled.  Other main characters dislike Emily before this 

incident, and in the episodes that follow, Emily’s character becomes increasingly 

unstable as she begins to behave obsessively and destructively.   

For Brandon, his foray into drug use was limited to that one unintentional 

occurrence.  His drug use, which is framed as a forgivable transgression, serves primarily 

as a simple lesson.  He suffered negative consequences, but his drug use did not continue 

or escalate, and his character never uses illegal drugs again during the remaining eight 

seasons of the show.  But this was not the case for several other primary characters on 

Beverly Hills, 90210.  Far more common to the series over its ten seasons was the 

downward spiral storyline.   

David: Pressure, Meth, Spiraling Problems, and the Law 

During his first year of college, David is given his own shift at the school’s radio 

station, but it is an overnight shift that he starts just as midterm examinations are getting 

underway.  Overwhelmed by the stress, David is offered help in the form of drugs—

methamphetamine specifically.  The radio station manager, Howard, introduces David to 

meth, referring to it as the “drug of choice for truckers and DJ’s who want to take their 

finals” (4.16).  In less than one episode (perhaps as much as a week diegetically), it is 

clear that David has developed a problem.  He is shown to be feeling ill and craving more 

drugs; his behavior is unusual and erratic.  His roommate, Kelly, whose own mother had 

drug problems, almost immediately recognizes that something is wrong.  Soon, David 
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starts to encounter negative consequences for his drug use and reaches what appears to be 

a low point.  Having not slept for days while using meth, David decides to try different 

drugs to help him come down.  He steals codeine sulfate (a prescription opiate pain 

medication) from his father’s dental practice, then immediately takes a few pills just 

before picking up his young sister, Erin, whom he is supposed to watch.  While acting as 

her guardian at the park, David falls asleep on a park bench and Erin goes missing.  The 

toddler is eventually found safe, but only after several anxious hours.  Horrified by his 

role in the situation, David confesses to Kelly (who is also half-sister to Erin) that he did 

not just fall asleep at the playground—he “crashed.”  He also admits to his recent drug 

use and his other low point—stealing pills from his father’s office.  Kelly is supportive 

and forgiving and promises to help David get clean.       

Even though David assures Kelly and Donna (his other roommate and former 

girlfriend) that he wants to be clean, his sobriety does not last more than a couple of days.  

As soon as David stumbles across more drugs (while rummaging through Howard’s 

desk), he gives in.  Suddenly, David appears to be using greater quantities and developing 

a serious problem.  His friends discover that he is using drugs again and decide to use 

“tough love” in order to help David get clean.  Rather than kick David out of the 

apartment, Kelly believes it is best if she and Donna move out.  Kelly calls David “a drug 

addict and a liar” (4.19).  Dylan also recognizes that David’s use is a problem: “Sounds to 

me like he’s got a drug problem… David’s a drug addict” (4.19).  After rambling 

incoherently during one of his radio shows while high on methamphetamines, David is 

fired from the radio station.  Howard tells him: “You know, David, I thought you had a 

drug problem.  You just have a problem getting drugs…  Look at you man, you’re 
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hooked.  You’re no good to anyone” (4.19).  Additionally, David starts to steal from and 

lie to his friends and family.  Even David’s dealer, Andy, jokes “You’re getting to be one 

of my best customers” (4.19).   

On a few occasions over two episodes, David is seen in Andy’s dorm room 

buying drugs.  The room is decorated with posters of alternative rock bands; clichéd-

looking drug users, complete with long unkempt hair and black wardrobes, are always 

hanging out in the room.  In one of these scenes, David learns that others are using 

needles: “You haven’t done meth till you’ve shot it man” (4.19).  Although the audience 

is left hanging for an episode, it is eventually made clear that David does not actually 

resort to using needles.   

For David, what ultimately gets him to stop using drugs is not the incident 

involving his sister, but the threat of arrest and jail.  David is, as the episode title 

suggests, “Scared Very Straight” (4.20).  Moments before a police raid of his dealer’s 

dorm building, David is handed a backpack filled with drugs to hide and then safely 

escapes the building without being stopped by the police.  Back in his apartment, David 

panics.  He calls his friend Dylan for help, who convinces David that his only option is to 

flush all the drugs down the toilet.  Dylan is certain that David’s dealer, who was 

arrested, will give him up to the police.  After a drawn out and dramatic montage of 

David and Dylan flushing a vast assortment of pills and various other drugs down the 

toilet, the police arrive and conduct a search of the apartment just as Dylan had predicted.   

Although the apartment is destroyed during the search, the police find no drugs 

and David is saved from arrest.  David is also fortunate that no one else (e.g., Andy or his 

supplier) comes looking for him and the drugs (although this is mentioned or suggested 
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within the narrative).  Unlike many of the other downward spiral storylines found on 

television, David does not go to rehab.  The scare is effective in getting David off drugs.  

He remains free of illicit drugs for the next eight seasons of the series (although he does 

continue to drink alcohol
3
). 

McKinley (1997) conducted an extensive audience reception analysis of young 

female viewers of Beverly Hills, 90210 during its fourth season.  Through interviews and 

focus groups conducted with fans of the series both after and concurrent with viewing 

episodes of the show with subjects, McKinley explored how young girls and women 

make meaning from the show.  The episodes involving David’s drug use aired during the 

time of her study and the storyline became a focus of many of the discussions between 

McKinley and her subjects.  After noting that television “teaches you lessons and stuff,” 

one of McKinley’s subjects, an eighth grade girl, referred to David’s storyline and 

explained that “if somebody [were]… thinking about trying drugs, they would see like 

how the police came in and everything—they would like know not to do that” (pp. 194-

195, quoting subject M).  Similarly, one seventh grade girl observed, “I think about him 

[David] and drugs.  ‘Cause like – then I know I wouldn’t do ’em ’cause how he is now.  

Like I would never do drugs and get put away in jail” (McKinly, 1997, p. 195, quoting 

subject Jane).   

                                                 

3
The inconsistent and arguably irresponsible depiction of recovery and alcohol 

consumption runs much deeper on the series than David’s continuing use of alcohol.  

Dylan’s various stages of recovery are frequently depicted in a manner that is 

inconsistent and problematic.  Although he identifies himself as an alcoholic during the 

first season, he is frequently seen casually drinking alcohol with no consequences in later 

seasons.  And even when attempting to go through detoxification for heroin addiction 

during the ninth season he is shown drinking red wine with dinner (9.12). 
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I will return to this storyline later (both later in this chapter and in the conclusion 

chapter) as exemplary of how narratives often frame the fear of arrest as a positive means 

of getting a loved one off of drugs.  Even the destruction to the apartment that is caused 

by the police during their search is presented as appropriate (because there were drugs) 

and is ultimately framed as a deserved consequence of David’s drug use rather than as a 

troubling consequence of policy. 

Kelly: Emotional Pain, Temptation, Cocaine and Consequences  

Compared to the storyline involving David’s methamphetamine use, Kelly’s 

cocaine-use storyline during the sixth season is slightly more complex but similarly 

paced.  In Kelly’s case, she begins using cocaine not to help her through a particularly 

stressful time at work or school, but to numb emotional pain (6.17).  Before she starts 

using drugs herself, Kelly frequently expresses strong negative opinions about others’ 

choice to use them.  As suggested above, although initially understanding and somewhat 

sympathetic, Kelly is deeply upset by David’s use of methamphetamines.  She is also 

extremely critical of Valerie’s marijuana use during the fifth season.  Kelly’s strong 

negative feelings about drug use are attributed to her suffering as a child as a result of her 

mother Jackie’s abuse of drugs and alcohol.  When Kelly first discovers that her 

boyfriend Colin occasionally uses cocaine, she is furious (6.15).   But the fact that Kelly 

had always been so critical of others’ drug use makes the storyline of her own cocaine 

use all the more surprising and, perhaps ironically, even more believable.   

After her father breaks a promise to her and leaves town, Kelly tries cocaine for 

the first time while alone in her bedroom, rolling up the check that her father left her to 

use as a straw (6.17).  In the very next episode (which aired the following week), Kelly 
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appears to already be using a fair amount.  Like most downward spirals in scripted 

television, little time elapses before there are negative consequences and the use escalates 

to levels that suggest a problem.  What is unusual in this case is that there are scenes that 

depict Kelly genuinely enjoying using cocaine before the negative effects become 

evident.  While Colin’s cocaine use had previously caused a problem between them, 

when they start using cocaine together, the drug initially appears to strengthen their 

relationship.  The two act deeply in love and rent a limousine in order to spend the day 

shopping and using coke; the scene almost makes cocaine seem glamorous (6.18).  

However, it is not long before they are fighting over money and their supply of the drug.        

When Kelly decides that she wants to quit, she realizes she cannot do it alone.  

And because Colin does not want to stop using cocaine, Kelly continues to use as well.  

Colin believes that cocaine enables him to be a better artist because a painting that he 

created while high sells for $10,000.  As Kelly continues to use cocaine, she begins to 

face negative consequences beyond just arguments with Colin (6.19-20).  One of her 

professors notes that she has missed several classes and warns that her grade in the class 

is in jeopardy.  She damages her friendship with Donna by not being there for her, lying 

to her, and eventually saying cruel things.  In a line that echoes the one said by the radio 

station manager to David, Valerie notes that Kelly “doesn’t have a drug problem 

anymore, she has a problem getting drugs” (6.20).  While most of her friends are shocked 

that she has developed a problem with cocaine, David is understandably empathetic: “you 

don’t have to be dumb to get hooked, believe me” (6.20).    

Kelly’s “bottom” comes when she is almost raped by a drug dealer (6.21).  The 

scene suggests that her use is so out of control that she uncharacteristically puts herself in 
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an unsafe situation in order to obtain and use cocaine.  She willingly kisses her dealer 

even though she is in a relationship.  Then another drug dealer in the house tries to take 

advantage of her compromised state.  (This other dealer, her almost-rapist, is typical of 

the “bad guy” drug dealers discussed in chapter six.)  Kelly saves herself from the 

situation by first flirting with her assailant to distract him and then smashing a bottle of 

wine over his head.  Terrified by the situation, Kelly calls Brandon to come help her.   

In the next episode, Kelly is in the “Drug Rehab and Detoxification Center” at a 

hospital.  From first use to rehab, Kelly’s downward spiral appears to take place over a 

period of roughly six weeks
4
 (6.17-6.22).  While including a relatively more nuanced 

depiction of drug use than the other drug-related storylines from the series, Kelly’s is the 

most representative of the type of sympathetic downward spiral narratives found within 

the sample of contemporary programs in that the story arc ends with successful recovery 

via an inpatient rehabilitation program. 

Dylan: Alcohol, Heroin, and Near-Death Consequences  

Of all the primary characters in the series, Dylan has the most complex 

relationship with drugs and alcohol.  During the first season, in an episode that tackled 

teen alcohol use and included a lesson about drinking and driving, Dylan, then 17 years 

old, admits to being an alcoholic (1.11).  Dylan continues to have recurring problems 

with drugs and alcohol over the life of the series.   

                                                 

4
Throughout its history, Beverly Hill, 90210 had episodes run mostly concurrent with the 

real-world calendar with seasons built around school semesters and holidays.  Hence, the 

length of use estimated is based on amount of time that passed between airings of all 

relevant episodes. 
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During the break between the fourth and fifth seasons, Dylan starts drinking 

heavily and using drugs.
5
  After a failed intervention staged by his friends, Dylan 

progresses from using alcohol, cocaine, and possibly other drugs to trying heroin for the 

first time after his dealer offers him a free sample, commenting that it “makes coming in 

from a snowstorm [cocaine binge] a lot easier to take” (5.09). Parked along the side of a 

road overlooking Los Angeles as the sun begins to rise (presumably after a night spent 

partying), Dylan takes out the free sample of heroin and appears to grapple with the 

decision of whether to try it.  Just as he takes what is presumably his first hit of heroin, a 

police car passes by.  Although the police are heading elsewhere, Dylan panics and starts 

to drive away.  He immediately swerves and crashes his car, which lands him in a coma. 

The entire next episode consists of Dylan in the hospital and his dreams as he 

“fights for his soul” (5.10).  The dreams themselves are worthy of analysis, both for the 

cartoonish depictions of his dealer and for the imagery used to depict his struggles over 

the decision to use drugs (and heroin specifically).  But what is perhaps more interesting 

about the episode is the conversations between those around him (e.g., the nurses, EMTs, 

and his friends and family).  An emergency responder comments that “it’s a waste of a 

life” when drugs are discovered on the scene.  A nurse at the hospital disparagingly refers 

to Dylan as a “poor junkie.” His friends discuss his condition and note that “even if 

Dylan survives, he’s got a profound drug problem.”     

The narrative frames Dylan’s drug use—and the decision to try heroin 

specifically—as the reason he ends up in a coma fighting for his life.  But it was actually 

the threat of arrest and the panic produced by the sight of a police car that was more 

                                                 

5
His return to drugs/alcohol happens off camera. 
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directly responsible for his accident.  However, policy is not implicated as a contributor 

to the accident.  The drug is blamed.  Friends and others around him do not know the 

circumstances that led to the accident and assume the accident might have been caused by 

him driving under the influence of alcohol and drugs.  One character incorrectly refers to 

Dylan’s hospitalization as due to a drug overdose.  (Jim Walsh says to Rush Sanders: 

“Dylan McKay overdosed on drugs.”) (5.10). 

Several years later (after a few seasons’ absence from the show), Dylan finds 

himself again tempted by heroin.  Like Kelly’s decision to try cocaine, the narrative 

suggests that Dylan’s drug use is a means of coping with emotional pain.
6
  Although not 

made explicit, it is implied that Dylan is by now more familiar with heroin and very 

possibly used it at least a couple times during his time off the show (beyond the one-time 

use before his car accident).  But on screen, Dylan’s decision to use heroin is once again 

influenced by a persuasive drug dealer.
7
  By the next episode, Dylan is making trips to 

                                                 

6
In season five, Dylan’s abuse of drugs and alcohol is depicted as a reaction to being 

emotionally and financially swindled by a con-artist couple.  In this later storyline, Dylan 

is again dealing with intense emotional pain, this time brought on by memories of the 

murder of his young wife a few years prior.   

7
In a highly-stylized scene, Dylan stands in front of a burning oilcan—the familiar 

television trope used to depict a seedy area of a city where homeless and drug-addicted 

people dwell—literally burning hundred dollar bills (9.09).  (The cash is money he made 

from selling the car in which his wife had previously been shot.)  A drug dealer 

approaches Dylan.  Dylan explains that he is “burning my wife’s ashes.”  

Dealer:  Maybe I got a little something to help you out 

Dylan:  Highly unlikely 

Dealer:  No one comes around here unless they’re looking for a little something.  I got 

some smoke, rock, some meth, some smack 

(Dylan’s head turns slightly) 

Dealer:  Smack?  You lookin’ for a little heroin.  Okay, you wait right here. 
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Mexico to buy drugs, using and lying to his friends, and showing signs of physical 

dependence displayed by visible anxiety and withdrawal-like symptoms after a few hours 

without heroin.  This period of drug use leads to a series of increasingly dramatic 

negative consequences including an arrest accompanied by a night in jail
8
; a freak 

accident (that is blamed on the drugs) in which a friend is badly hurt
9
; and yet another 

near death experience
10

.  After this, Dylan and appears to remain sober for the following 

one and a half seasons of the series. 

The Ultimate Negative Consequence and the Gateway Theory: Dick & Steve    

If you use marijuana, you might start using heroin.  If you use heroin, you might 

overdose and die.  These are two important lessons conveyed by Steve’s storyline during 

                                                                                                                                                 

Although Dylan never actually agrees to buy the drugs, a few moments later the dealer 

returns, grabs a couple hundred dollar bills that Dylan has in his hand and is about to 

burn, and then hands Dylan the heroin.  Dylan very dramatically clenches his hand 

around the drugs and tips head back with a pained expression. 

8
Dylan’s arrest was the result of his actions while seeking revenge for his wife’s death 

and (arguably) had nothing to do with his drug use.  (He held a woman at gunpoint in her 

own home believing that it was the home of his wife’s murderer.)  However, when he 

was pulled over by the police, he was found to be in possession of heroin.  Hence, the 

narrative still frames the arrest as a negative consequence of his drug use.  It also might 

be easy for a viewer to connect the crazed revenge-seeking behavior that got him arrested 

with his drug use.  However, the arrest and brief time in jail were not enough to make 

Dylan serious about getting clean. 

9
In a scene that includes notably absurd staging, Dylan passes out while simultaneously 

knocking Donna into a pool where she hits her head and nearly drowns.  It as though the 

writers and producers felt the need to concoct ever more elaborate ways in which a drug 

user can inflict harm on friends and family. 

10
This second brush with death comes after he has already decided to get clean.  Although 

scheduled to be admitted into a drug rehabilitation facility, Dylan runs away, believing 

that he can go through withdrawal on his own.  When Kelly finds him suffering 

physically from the withdrawal, she has him hospitalized (9.13).  While under anesthesia 

and being treated with naltrexone, an opioid receptor antagonist used during rapid opiate 

detoxification, Dylan suffers from ventricular fibrillation, essentially a form of cardiac 

arrest.   
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the seventh season (his senior year of college) when he starts hanging out with Dick, one 

of his fraternity brothers.  Reflecting earlier episodes of the series when many of the plot 

developments were based on topical issues, the Dick storyline offers a simplistic morality 

tale about the dangers of drug use (albeit one that happens over two, rather than just one, 

episodes).  Dick uses peer pressure to get Steve to smoke marijuana with him.  At first, 

Steve politely declines the offer noting, “I’ve always been more of a beer guy” (7.19).  

But Dick insists that it is great getting high before playing golf.  Steve breaks down and 

admits that he’ll “try anything once.”   

We learn that Dick has it all; he has a beautiful girlfriend and is headed to 

Stanford in the fall.  He apologizes to Brandon for smoking pot before a basketball 

practice but insists that he is “strictly a weekend warrior. Herb only” (7.21).  Whether 

that was true at the time, Dick soon makes the jump to heroin.  Similarly to when Dylan’s 

dealer, from whom he was presumably buying cocaine, offers Dylan a free sample of 

heroin, Dick’s storyline is based on the premise that a dealer might push heroin on a 

marijuana customer.  It serves as a more frightening variation on gateway theory:  not 

only is a marijuana user likely to switch to harder drugs, but also marijuana dealers are 

likely push harder drugs like heroin.  Dick explains to Steve:  

Dick:    I just ran into a dealer that I know here and he laid 

something on me that he said is so good that it cannot be 

missed.   

Steve:   So what is it? 

Dick:    China White 

Steve:   That’s heroin. 

Steve:   Have you done that before? 

Dick:  No, but hey, there’s a first time for everything, right? 
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Soon after, Steve finds Dick passed out in the bathroom where he dies shortly 

thereafter.  His dying words are “I don’t want to die” (7.21). 

Dick’s death is highly melodramatic, although not medically consistent with what 

a heroin overdose usually looks like.  He dies just moments after using, and blood is seen 

dripping from his nose.  These physical attributes might accompany a death from 

poisoning by some chemical with which the heroin had been cut (which is never 

suggested).  Death from a heroin overdose is more likely to take place hours after initial 

use and would most likely not involve a bloody nose.  Further, prior to death by heroin 

overdose, a person is not likely to speak dying words.  However, as will be addressed in 

the next section, inaccurate depictions of drug overdoses are not unusual on television (or 

in films [Boyd, 2008]).  

Contemporary Cautionary Tales 

The morality tales and cautionary lessons regarding drug use found in programs 

from the past (Beverly Hills, 90210 especially) help provide a framework with which to 

better understand similar discourse and narrative patterns within contemporary programs.  

Not surprisingly, the spin-off series 90210 (The CW, 2008-2013) includes several 

parallel tales of downward spirals, life-threatening consequences, and problematic 

recovery.  The following sections focus less on the specifics of any one narrative and 

more on how familiar patterns support (or challenge) certain ideological perspectives, and 

how these narratives at times mask certain truths.  Among the sample of contemporary 

programs watched for the study, the downward spiral toward “addiction” remained one of 

the most familiar narratives—especially among programs aimed at a teen or young adult 

audience (which, incidentally, are primarily from the broadcast sample).  There are also 
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many storylines that feature other negative consequences of drug use, ranging from arrest 

to death.   

These cautionary tales may appear to function in a manner that is socially 

responsible as they presumably teach audiences about some of risks associated with the 

choice to use illicit drugs.  They often present drug users in a forgivable light and suggest 

that drug problems should be addressed through sympathetic means and by health 

professionals.  However, the depictions also serve to distort certain realities about drugs 

and drug use that are not consistent with harm reduction perspectives, and they frequently 

mask the harms that are associated with prohibition policies (by highlighting the inherent 

danger of certain drugs, by blaming consequences on the individual’s choice to use drugs, 

and by promoting a view of the law as designed to protect innocents from the harms of 

drugs and help pressure individual with drug dependence problems to get clean). 

The Path to Addiction  

In the next chapter, depictions of substance dependence and addiction are closely 

examined.  Considered here are narratives and discourse regarding the path to addiction, 

where addiction itself is presented as a possible negative consequence of the choice to use 

illicit drugs, reinforcing the assumption that any illicit drug use can lead to addiction.  

Most of these moral tales appear within broadcast dramas aimed at a younger audience 

and involve storylines of primary characters who are naturally framed in a sympathetic 

fashion.  Although the details vary, many narrative elements remain consistent.  There is 

a pressure to use (or some other type of “reason why” for the initial drug use) (e.g., Dixon 

on 90210 has a song-writing deadline; Adrianna on 90210 is pushed too hard by her 

mother to find an acting job; Millie on One Tree Hill [The CW, feels pressure to prove 
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herself as a model); a quick downward spiral that leads to problematic levels of use (often 

named or referred to as “addiction”); negative consequences and eventual nadir 

(embarrassing behavior, missed opportunities, degradation, arrest, overdose, etc.); and the 

decision to get clean, which often entails the character entering a rehabilitation facility.  

Televised downward spirals often occur at an escalated speed.  Characters 

develop abuse problems quickly.  Beverly Hills, 90210 was foundational in establishing 

the pace for a downward spiral in a serial drama.  McKinley’s (1997) subjects had 

varying observations about the speed at which David developed an addictive relationship 

with methamphetamines.  “And he [David] got addicted so fast to that stuff. […] They—

people don’t really get addicted that fast, like, like in two days or something” (McKinley, 

p. 161, quoting an unnamed subject).  David’s entire drug-abuse storyline, from first use 

to dramatic scared-straight moment, takes place over five episodes (from 4.16 through 

4.20).  While those episodes most likely spanned less time than it takes most addictions 

or dependence problems to develop, one of McKinley’s older subjects, a pre-med student 

at Princeton, noted that it seemed like a more substantial amount of story time devoted to 

a developing drug problem in comparison to other television dramas.  She stated “I can 

remember everyone remarking how impressive it was that they actually continued 

David’s drug abuse for five episodes” (McKinley, p. 162, quoting subject Courtney).  

(This was said in the context of a broader discussion about the series’ transition from a 

more episodic drama to a serial format.) 

The popular cultural benchmark of television’s propensity for distorting and 

escalating the path to addiction is the Saved by the Bell episode “Jessie’s Song” (2.09).  

The episode features a cautionary tale about addiction that centers on smart-girl Jessie 
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Spano’s sudden dependence on caffeine pills.
11

 In a scene that is frequently posted and 

mocked online, Jessie panics and starts yelling/singing “I’m so excited; I’m so excited; 

I’m so… scared.”  References to Jessie’s caffeine addiction appear in forum discussions 

of other contemporary programs with downward spiral storylines.  When Dixon on 90210 

was first framed and then self-identified as an addict, forum participants occasionally 

referenced or alluded to Jessie.  One televisionwithoutpity.com forum participant posted: 

“Dixon’s so excited. Dixon’s so excited. Dixon’s so scared” (PdmntPdl, 2011). 

Dixon’s downward spiral is in many ways parallel to David’s.  It may be the 

fastest downward spiral of both 90210s.  Dixon’s drug use starts with Adderall (an 

amphetamine that is prescribed to treat attention deficit disorder) (4.02).  However, it is 

not his prescription and hence is unlawful use.  Very soon he is seen snorting what could 

be crushed pills or possibly cocaine (4.04).  Similarly, Millie on One Tree Hill starts out 

using diet pills (that may or may not be prescription, but are not hers) before quickly 

escalating to cocaine (7.09-7.10).  Both Dixon and Millie end up in rehab.   

While narratives regarding the path to addiction on teen soap operas are 

commonly constructed so that the audience is allowed to witness the downward spiral 

unfold, the moral lesson is often reiterated as a form of back story for addicts depicted 

elsewhere on television.  This is a common device on shows about addiction problems, 

such as Celebrity Rehab, Intervention, and The Cleaner (all on basic cable channels), 

when a simple narrative is provided to explain how much a person has lost and suffered 

since developing a substance abuse problem.   (This backstory often provides a “reason 

                                                 

11
I have not actually watch the entire episode, only clips of key scenes posted to 

YouTube. 
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why” for initial use as well and, as is discussed in the next chapter, contributes to a 

sympathetic framing even while also including stigmatizing depictions).   

Similarly, the back story of an addict encountered on a crime procedural or 

medical drama can reinforce the downward spiral narrative.  For example, on the 

broadcast medical drama Grey’s Anatomy, a man withdrawing from methamphetamines 

in a hospital after being a victim of an explosion recounts his story.  

I went to a party and there was all this meth floating around.  I just 

figured, what the heck? Once won’t kill you.  Then it’s more than once 

and then it’s all you can think about.  Then you’re outside your dealer’s 

house at 7 in the morning… This isn’t me… I’m not this guy. (Grey’s 

Anatomy, 4.02)   

He then goes into some form of medical distress and dies (with death, of course, 

being another common negative consequence for drug users on television even though in 

his case the death was caused by the explosion and not drugs).  I return to a discussion of 

this episode in chapter six as the explosion occurred in the home of his dealers who were 

cooking meth in their kitchen.  While his backstory moral tale helps humanize his 

character (to both the people in the room and the viewers of the show), it also frames his 

impending death as attributable to his drug use and not to the policy that creates an unsafe 

and unregulated production process.     

The escalated pace of televised downward spirals is occasionally mocked for the 

purpose of humor, which can be somewhat subversive.  Weeds (a premium subscription 

cable program) includes a storyline in which Celia develops an addiction to cocaine 

almost immediately after using it and quickly descends into an exaggerated and clichéd 

downward spiral followed by rehab (4.08-4.13).  Aside from strengthening the show’s 

tendency to differentiate marijuana from “hard” drugs like cocaine, the storyline seems to 

openly mock and subvert the downward spiral trope.  On Family Guy, an animated 
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sitcom, the talking dog similarly becomes a cocaine addict after just one use (3.01).  

(Family Guy is discussed later in the chapter with regard to its critical marijuana policy 

discourse and its unusualness as a broadcast program with a substantial amount of 

counterhegemonic discourse.)   

Overdose (and other Negative Consequences) 

Adrianna is another character on 90210, who, like Dixon, suffers the negative 

consequence of finding herself an admitted addict.  However, as the show’s first primary 

drug using character, she faces several other negative consequences of her drug use along 

the way.  She loses the lead role in the school play; she gets pregnant by having 

unprotected sex while using drugs; her best friend takes the fall for her drugs, damaging 

their friendship; and she later loses her boyfriend because she starts using drugs again 

after several months sober.  She also suffers one of television’s most commonly depicted 

negative consequences of drug use: she overdoses and ends up in a hospital. 

Presumably because of their ability to serve as an easy narrative device, overdoses 

are common on television.  When a character survives an overdose, it seems to always 

serve as a means to get the drug user to enter a treatment program (e.g., Rachel on One 

Tree Hill, 5.10; Justin on Brothers & Sisters, 1.08-09; Regina on Friday Night Lights, 

4.10; and Adrianna on 90210, 1.07-08).  While it can serve as a wake-up call for any 

primary, sympathetic character involved with drugs, if the drug user is a supporting 

character (i.e., disposable), the drug overdose is more likely to be fatal, as with Dick on 

Beverly Hills, 90210 (7.21).  Not surprisingly, overdoses are also common on crime 

procedural and medical dramas (e.g., House 3.10 [his own] and 8.22; Bones, 1.06; CSI: 

New York, 1.20; CSI, 2.16) (usually the fatal variety).  I discuss a few of these narratives 
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in chapter six with regard to the dealer’s perceived involvement with the overdose.  And 

there are many instances of overdose in a few of the basic cable programs discussed in 

the next chapter that are primarily about addiction (including Intervention and The 

Cleaner).         

Adrianna’s overdose provides a highly dramatic end to an episode told through 

the shocking visuals of her passed out on a club floor being treated and stabbed in the 

heart with a needle by emergency responders, with a voice-over of her best friend leaving 

her an angry voicemail message saying “I wish you would die” (90210, 1.07).  Since the 

now classic scene in Pulp Fiction (Tarantino, 1994), Hollywood has frequently depicted 

treatment for overdose via this dramatic but medically inaccurate method (“Shot to the 

Heart,” n.d.).   

An even more dramatic and less responsible depiction of a heroin overdose occurs 

on One Tree Hill (5.10), a teen-based drama that originally aired on The WB and was 

carried over to The CW.  Rachel, a regular but secondary character on the series, is 

discovered unconscious by Brooke, one of the show’s lead characters, and a male friend.  

The two happen to arrive at the New York City apartment from out of town just in time.  

In a disturbing yet clichéd scene, the man carries the passed-out woman to the shower 

and slaps her several times while holding her under the stream of water.  Apparently no 

one calls 911 because the next scene involving Rachel shows her waking up in her own 

bed asking Brooke if she’s still alive.  The scene is irresponsible because the only 

appropriate and recommended response to an actual heroin overdose is to call for medical 

help.  Putting someone in a shower could cause the individual to go into shock (“Heroin 

overdose,” 2012).  The way the male character physically handles the unconscious 



  83 

woman is also offensive, although certainly not uncharacteristic of television—but that is 

a matter for a different study.  Ultimately Rachel’s overdose is used as a narrative device 

to restore their friendship.  

Brooke: You’re alive but you’re really stupid… What happened to 

you? 

Rachel:  Life happened, I guess. 

Brooke:  Drugs. 

Rachel: They made me feel better.  Then they just made me feel… 

Brooke:  Why didn’t you come to me?  Why didn’t you let me help 

you? 

Rachel agrees to go to an expensive rehab facility paid for by Brooke (5.10).  

(Although then Brooke decides that she should take care of her and so Rachel moves into 

Brooke’s home and the nature of her treatment is unclear.)   

Friday Night Lights provides a simpler and more humane depiction of a drug 

overdose (4.10).  Vince, a high school student, finds his mother Regina (whose role as a 

drug addict is discussed further in the next chapter) unresponsive on the living room 

couch.  He immediately calls 911 while holding her and frantically talking with the 

operator.  Regina wakes up in the hospital with her son there.  In the usual post-overdose 

exchange parallel to the one on One Tree Hill, Vince tries to be supportive and show love 

while struggling to understand his mother’s behavior. 

In almost all instances of televised overdoses, especially those that are fatal, drugs 

or the user are blamed for the overdose.  Rarely is there acknowledgment of the highly 

preventable nature of overdose and the fact that most could be avoided if drugs were 

properly regulated and labeled.  Harm reduction policies such as making naloxone 

available to regular heroin users, or allowing fellow drug users to call for medical help 
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without fear of arrest [i.e., good Samaritan laws] would further prevent the number of 

deaths from overdose.  Yet harm reduction discourse is sadly absent from television’s 

drug narratives with a few notable exceptions (such as HBO’s The Wire).   

Punishment under Prohibition 

Another negative consequence that an illicit drug-using character might face is a 

punitive penalty due to prohibition policies including arrest, jail or prison, loss of a job, 

or expulsion from school.  As the Lear Center study found, few drug users are actually 

arrested on television.  Despite the fact that 81% of drug arrests in the United States in 

2009 were for possession, on television, drug dealing characters are far more likely to be 

arrested than drug using characters (Blakely & Nahm, 20011).  If a drug-using character 

(especially a lead character) does get arrested, it usually results in only a brief jail stay if 

any.  Some are only threatened with arrest or reminded of the possibility (such as Willis 

on Diff’rent Strokes, 4.02).  Blakely and Nahm suggest that the lack of arrests of drug 

users on television is consistent with changing popular attitudes regarding deserved 

punishment for using drugs.  

The lack of legal punishment for drug users on television is also likely due to the 

fact that viewers are especially sympathetic when the drug user is a primary character.  

McKinley (1997) conducted her reception study of Beverly Hills, 90210 during the time 

period of David’s problems with methamphetamines and his run-in with the law (that had 

him flushing drugs just moments before police arrived at his apartment with a search 

warrant).  Her subjects created an us-vs.-them mentality such that they saw themselves on 

David’s side as part of the “us” versus the police.  Subjects actively rooted for David to 

not get caught.  Of course, they all wanted David to get clean and off drugs (even if not 
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caught).  Hence, even though David is never actually arrested, the moral of the story 

matches the episode’s title, “Scared Straight” (4.20).  Because the fear of arrest is what 

ultimately leads David to stop using drugs (when other negative consequences did not), 

the threat of the law is framed positively.    

When prohibition laws are framed as a good thing because they can serve as a 

threat to help get a person to stop using drugs, then the greater harms caused by 

prohibition policies are masked.  The idea reinforced by such narratives suggests that “if 

just one person can be saved” then the policies are worth it.  Unfortunately, even if true 

that some individuals may alter otherwise harmful relationships with drug use because of 

the threat of the law, there are greater harms that are caused by the laws and the systemic 

injustices that accompany such policies (MacCoun & Reuter, 2001).  

David is not the only Beverly Hills, 90210 character to face legal consequences 

because of drugs.  The two other primary (sympathetic) characters who are arrested for 

drug possession each spend only one night in jail (5.32; 9.12).  The one character who 

does receive a prison sentence is ultimately framed as less likeable and more deserving of 

his punishment (6.28).  Similarly, contemporary examples of legal problems tied to drug 

use range from threatening (but ultimately not-so-punitive) (especially for sympathetic 

characters) to more severe criminal justice penalties for drugs users who are framed in a 

criminalizing fashion (see chapter six for more on this type of depiction).  The CW’s 

90210 was particularly adept at using the threat of legal consequences as a narrative 
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device without actually depicting any substantial legal punishment.
12

  Such non-

consequential arrests can be seen as an example of the denial of actual punitive 

consequences often faced in the real world.    

Several of the arrests of drug users from the sample are for non-illicit drug 

offenses (most commonly for drunk or disorderly behavior, including Vince on 

Entourage, 7.10; Justin on Brothers & Sisters, 1.02; and Millie on One Tree Hill, 7.13), 

although they are generally presented as an illustration of behavior problems and 

consequences within a broader downward spiral narrative.  Arrests, like overdoses, can 

function as narrative devices that enable turning points, including getting a character into 

a drug treatment program.  The narrative connection between the threat of legal 

punishment and an individual’s recovery is a topic discussed further in the next chapter 

(within discussions of Intervention, The Cleaner, and Entourage).   

Lessons Learned  

Among the moral tales discussed, it is fairly common for writers to be evasive 

(and occasionally go to great length to be so) about specifically which drug or drugs a 

                                                 

12
During a drug search of the high school, Naomi is caught with Adrianna’s cocaine 

(1.07).  Although Naomi endures a threatening experience with police, lawyers, and the 

knowledge that she could go to jail, she ultimately receives only detention at school when 

Adrianna later admits that the drugs were hers.  After Adrianna’s confession (which is 

also after her overdose), the school decides to handle the matter in-house with no legal 

punishment and Adrianna’s agrees to treatment (presumably as part of the decision to go 

lightly).  That is the first of two arrests of Naomi for drugs that are not hers.  The most 

ridiculous non-punishing arrest occurs when Naomi hosts a party at her new mansion 

during which large marijuana plants that had been growing on the property are burned in 

a bonfire (4.01).  Regardless of the fact that the audience knows that the plants were not 

hers and that she does not use marijuana, it is somewhat absurd that she gets off with 

merely a warning after police arrive and find the plants burning.  While the minimal legal 

consequences seem unlikely, there is truth to the fact that wealthy white people have a far 

less likely chance of serving prison time for drug offenses than non-whites and those who 

are economically disadvantaged. 
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character uses with requests to dealers for “the usual” (Brothers and Sisters, 1.08), 

“whatever you got,” or “the same stuff as last time” (90210, 1.06, 2.08).
13

  It is possible 

that the writers believe that naming an actual drug is not necessary as any drug use can 

potentially lead to abuse and create negative consequences; hence the specifics may be 

deemed irrelevant.  However, it is also possible that it is an intentional means of being 

socially responsible and not inadvertently promoting or glorifying a specific drug.  

Presumably many of these storylines were designed in part to teach lessons about the 

risks from using drugs.  As discussed in the conclusion chapter, a pressure to not send the 

“wrong message” may be felt more strongly by broadcasters because of their public 

interest obligations (as well as the fact that several such programs are intended for a 

younger audience).   

However, while repeatedly emphasizing dramatic negative consequences as 

stemming from the choice to use drugs might appear to serve a public service role, the 

primary lesson offered can almost always be reduced to the simple warning to just say no.  

                                                 

13
Soon after Adrianna is introduced in the pilot episode of 90210, she is seen buying 

drugs, which happen to be a mysterious assortment of red, white, and blue pills (1.01).  

Even when her drug use is depicted as escalating to harder drugs, the drugs remain 

unnamed.  As Adrianna approaches what is to be her low point, she enters a black sedan 

to meet with a dealer.  She says “I’ll take whatever you got,” to which the dealer replies 

“Welcome to the big league little lady” (1.06).  There are references to cocaine during the 

next episode, but that episode ends with Adrianna overdosing, leaving it unclear whether 

the “big league” implies cocaine, heroin, both, or some other drug (1.07).  The next 

season, after returning to drugs after several months sober, Adrianna asks her dealer for 

“the same stuff as last time,” which is shown as white pills (2.08).  Similarly, Justin on 

Brothers and Sisters has an escalating drug problem during the first season, but the drug 

or drugs he abuses are never named.  He admits to being “stoned” and “high” and 

mentions pills while noting that “alcohol is my gateway to pills” (1.03).  When he meets 

with his dealer in a park one day, he asks for “the usual” (1.08).  During a military 

hearing requesting time to treat his drug problem in rehab, a lawyer asks Justin what 

drugs he used prior to his enlistment.  He admits that he smoked marijuana and used 

ecstasy, but then jokes “I was too stoned to remember” when asked if he used any other 

drugs (1.09).   
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These stories rarely teach to just be responsible, or just be informed.  In fact, they often 

misinform, offer representations that are inconsistent with understandings of harm 

reduction, and distort or obscure certain truths.   

With the exception of marijuana use (which is discussed in the next section of the 

chapter), drug use is almost always framed as problematic and rarely are there depictions 

of responsible or non-problematic drug use.  A problem with the often repeated and 

escalated downward spiral storyline is the implication that any and all use leads to 

addiction.  In reality, most drug users do not develop a dependence or addiction.  

According to a report by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration (SAMHSA) that relied on data from the 2004, 2005, and 2006 National 

Survey on Drug Use and Health data, more than 90% of first-time illicit drug users 

included in the study did not develop any type of dependence problems within the next 

two years.  The risk for addiction was found to be greatest among first-time heroin users, 

13.4% of whom developed a dependence problem.  In fact, alcohol and marijuana were 

the only drugs for which a majority of initiators used the drug at all during the second 

year after the drug was first used (SAMHSA, 2008).   

Very few characters among the programs discussed thus far are depicted using 

drugs responsibly, or using a drug only once or a few times without suffering serious 

negative consequences.  From Beverly Hills, 90210 Valerie’s relatively non-problematic 

marijuana use is discussed in the next section of the chapter.  Although the negative 

consequences of Brandon’s one night high on the drug U4EA serve as a just-say-no 

lesson, the storyline also provides a relatively rare depiction of what is actually far more 

common in the real world: occasional, experimental drug use that does not lead to a 
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substance dependence problem (Beverly Hills, 90210, 2.15).  On the contemporary 

90210, Naomi (who is never seen using drugs during at least the first five seasons) does 

admit to previous use of cocaine commenting to her friend Adrianna “I experimented and 

I stopped.  Like you supposedly did” (1.07).   

The storyline of Peyton’s one-time use of cocaine stands out as distinct for its 

relatively honest and responsible teen drama drug lesson.  Toward the end of one episode, 

Peyton, one of the series’ primary characters is pressured to use cocaine (2.04).  The 

audience is left not knowing her decision, although it is hinted that she might have said 

no when the final montage shows Peyton drawing a picture of herself being offered lines 

of cocaine with a large X drawn over the lines.  By the next episode it is clear that the 

picture she drew actually represents her personal anguish and loss of self respect over her 

choice to say yes (2.05).  Her regret over her decision (and the audience reveal) is first 

conveyed through a church confessional and later revealed to friends who express 

disappointment (2.06).  Although she is depicted as struggling with the desire to use 

again (and even carries a vial of cocaine with her, which she later describes as a way to 

test herself), she never does (and remains drug-free for the remainder of the series).   

Loss of respect is almost always present in narratives that involve the 

transformation of a well-liked character from non-drug user to drug user.  And as the 

drug use progresses, the character will be framed as being irresponsible, selfish, and 

generally a bad person.  Other drug-using characters involved with the storyline are often 

coded as bad.  While this is not as troubling as the stigmatizing depictions of individuals 

with substance dependence problems discussed in the next chapter, it does imply that 

individuals who use drugs are somehow morally inferior.  
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However, even though narratives frequently place blame for the consequences on 

an individual’s poor choices and bad behavior, when an otherwise sympathetic character 

transforms into a person with a drug dependence problem, she will almost always be 

coded (at least on some levels) as a victim of drugs.   A dominant thread of the narratives 

is an it-can-happen-to-anyone lesson; even good, well-liked individuals are vulnerable to 

the temptation to use drugs and hence can become a victim of drugs.  Since, as a society, 

we generally believe in creating policies to protect ourselves and the innocent, the 

dominance of such narratives may imply that keeping such harmful drugs illegal (and 

continuing to fight the traffic of drugs) is a morally appropriate and rational approach to 

providing protection for the good of society.  But framing drug users as victims of drugs 

(even if also held accountable for their poor choices) often obscures the fact that they are 

also victims of policy.     

Although the narratives discussed thus far are apt to provide support for a public 

health approach to addressing drug dependence problems, their take-away lessons often 

reinforce dominant ideological beliefs with regard to the morality of drug use and the 

moral appropriateness of drug prohibition policy.  However, dominant views regarding 

drugs and drug policy are evolving rapidly, especially with regard to marijuana (as are 

many of the dominant economic interests in marijuana policy now that legalization is an 

economic reality).  This hegemonic shift is evident from the television examples 

discussed in the next section of the chapter (and will also be discussed further in the 

conclusion chapter).   
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The Marijuana Exception 

“Don’t do drugs.  Except marijuana.” is the advice Marshall, a lead character on 

the popular broadcast sitcom How I Met Your Mother, offers his friend’s 16 year-old 

sister (2.12).  Early into the research process, I began to notice the marijuana exception as 

a distinct pattern.  There are often consequences for marijuana use on television; 

however, they are often comical and distinct from the consequences of using most other 

illicit drugs (Although a few other drugs are also given a pass, which is discussed further 

in the conclusion chapter).  Hence, the choice is depicted in a more casual manner.  The 

literature also suggests evidence of the normalization of depictions of marijuana use 

(Manning, 2007).  This appears to be parallel to and consistent with changing attitudes 

regarding marijuana as indicated by opinion polls and ballot initiatives (as discussed in 

the first chapter and addressed further in the conclusion).  Recent depictions of marijuana 

use on television also seem to be increasingly bold in terms of explicit reference to the 

use of the drug by name as opposed to relying on only implied references and hints at 

use.   

While the historic example from Diff’rent Strokes featuring Nancy Reagan groups 

the danger of marijuana with those of other illicit drugs, even during the 1990s, Valerie 

on Beverly Hills, 90210 managed to evade any meaningful negative consequences for her 

marijuana use (e.g., 5.05).  Her marijuana use was more important to the narrative as a 

means of coding her as a “bad girl.”  Admittedly, Brandon did suffer the aforementioned 

prohibition-related negative consequence of a night in jail for her marijuana (5.32). But 

even in that instance, Brandon got off lightly.  Ultimately, aside from having her stash 

flushed and her reputation minimally harmed, there were surprisingly no real negative 
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consequences for Valerie’s casual marijuana use.  In fact, Jim and Sally (the show’s 

parental figures) even make an off-handed comment about Valerie’s propensity to “burn 

incense” (which was an obviously knowing wink) without genuine offense or disapproval 

(5.32).   

A local news segment featuring guests from The Parents Television Council 

(PTC) and the National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws (NORML) 

questioned whether recent depictions of marijuana use on television are problematic or 

consistent with broader cultural acceptance of the drug.  The pilot episode of ABC’s 

comedy-drama Parenthood was mentioned as an example.  While adult characters 

express genuine concern that their high school daughters might be using marijuana, the 

episode ends with a few of the adults smoking a joint for which there are no negative 

consequences (Parenthood, 1.01).  A variety of other programs from the broadcast 

sample feature a relatively casual or comedic treatment of marijuana use.  These include 

90210 (1.24, 3.14-18), Desperate Housewives (4.03), Harry’s Law (1.01), How I Met 

Your Mother (2.11, 2.12), My Name is Earl (3.17), Parks and Recreation (2.02), The Big 

Bang Theory (3.08), That 70’s Show, and Family Guy (7.12), which also provides some 

of the most critical marijuana policy discourse found.  Even the otherwise hawkish CSI: 

Miami includes tolerant depictions of marijuana for medical use (4.10).   

On cable, there is even stronger evidence of the normalization thesis.  Marijuana 

users seem to comprise a specific demographic actively sought by Viacom via their basic 

cable channels Comedy Central and Spike.  Workaholics is a show that could best be 

described as “stoner comedy,” with outrageous and comedic drug-related mishaps as its 

raison d'être. Blue Mountain State is a raunchy comedy presumably designed for an 
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audience that is not easily shocked by the excessive drinking and recreational drug use it 

depicts, and South Park often appears as though it was crafted with marijuana users in 

mind.  Even The Daily Show and The Colbert Report frequently make light-hearted 

references to marijuana use and are occasionally (and increasingly) overtly critical of 

marijuana prohibition.  Although these two news-based late-night talk shows fall outside 

the scope of this study’s sample base of narrative programming, as a regular viewer, it is 

clear that the programs cater to the marijuana users in their audiences.   

Examples from subscription networks are even more notable in terms of their 

tendency to normalize marijuana use (including Bored to Death, Entourage, Party Down, 

and Weeds).  In fact, it was the regular casual and non-consequential marijuana use on 

Entourage that first led me to critically consider whether there might be a relationship 

between the commodity form and drug narratives.     

Comical Consequences and Normalization 

A colleague familiar with my research mentioned that the sitcom How I Met Your 

Mother frequently treats marijuana use casually.  She recommended that I watch two 

particular episodes, including the one that provided the aforementioned “except 

marijuana” quote (2.12).  The other episode similarly regards marijuana use in a 

nonchalant manner (2.11).  Marshall wants to buy his girlfriend Lily a special present and 

so his friend Ted recounts a time in the past when he and Lily got high together and she 

confessed that she always wanted an Easy Bake Oven.  After being told the explanation 

of how the gift was chosen, Lily comments “I can’t believe Ted remembered after all 

those years.”  To which Marshall replies, “Yeah, and after all that weed.”   
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One of the reasons why the two examples from How I Met Your Mother are 

interesting is that they include overt references to marijuana (without negative 

consequences), which is distinct from the more subtle and implied references to 

marijuana in the somewhat comparable comedy of just a few years earlier: That 70’s 

Show (1998-2006).   

A signature characteristic of That 70’s Show is the recurring scenes in which the 

main characters (all high school students) sit in a circle in a basement.  Shot using camera 

angles from the center of group (implying the coffee table’s point of view), the scenes 

include characters laughing and making silly or nonsensical comments to one another, 

often with visible smoke or haze in the room.  The obvious assumption to be made is that 

the characters are smoking marijuana in these scenes.  Yet characters are never actually 

seen smoking and, aside from a few instances, drug use is only implied and rarely made 

explicit.
14

  The few episodes that directly referenced marijuana incorporated more overt 

consequences, including legal problems for Hyde (2.26 - 3.01). 

Similarly, when three of the lead characters on The Big Bang Theory accidentally 

eat what are presumably cannabis-infused cookies, there is never any explicit mention of 

drugs (3.08).  The young men are camping in order to view a meteor shower and are 

given the cookies by fellow campers (who are not seen but described thusly: “They had a 

VW microbus and were wearing tie-dyed Grateful Dead t-shirts”).  Hence, the scenario is 

staged as an obvious wink to the vast majority of audience members aware of drug use 

within a particular subculture.  But it is possible for a young or culturally unaware viewer 

                                                 

14
Even as someone who has for many years been cognizant of media depictions of drug 

use, I admit that I watched many episodes of the program when it first aired without 

realizing that the characters were getting high in the basement scenes. 
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to watch the episode without understanding why the young men behave so oddly 

throughout the episode.
15

  When the effects of the cookies first start to take hold, the 

results are consistent with what the website TVTropes.com refers to as the “Marijuana is 

LSD” (n.d.) trope:  when a character eats cannabis food, the effects of marijuana are 

depicted as hallucinatory.  The three experience the clichéd confusion and delusions of 

grandeur that are frequently associated with televised representations of marijuana use.  

Later scenes descend into cartoonish depictions of the men in the midst of truth-serum 

induced confessions, personal fantasies, and self-obsessed musings.  Each character 

becomes engaged in a one-way conversation with himself while lying with the others 

staring up at the sky.  Later scenes similarly exaggerate the most humorous side effect of 

marijuana use: the excessive consumption of snack food.  

The results of their presumed cannabis use are consistent with the most typical 

televised consequences of marijuana use: foolish behavior; forgetfulness; and 

uncontrollable hunger.  The most significant negative consequence for the three young 

men is that they forget why they are camping and miss the meteor shower.  This is made 

obvious by a shot of the three men aggressively eating and discussing food while 

overhead and behind them a graphically enhanced view of a starry sky is animated with 

what looks like dozens of shooting stars. (Or, as Wikipedia summarizes the storyline: 

“Hilarity ensues as their minds expand and the munchies set in and they forget about the 

meteor shower.”)   

                                                 

15
After writing this, I had a conversation with a Korean colleague who is a fan of the 

series and could remember watching the episode.  Because she is not familiar with the 

American cultural references, she watched and enjoyed the episode without realizing that 

the three men were high on drugs for most of the episode.     
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Occasionally, a negative consequence of marijuana use on television could be 

more significant.  In the short-lived late-1990s series Freaks and Geeks, Lindsay, a high 

school student, smokes marijuana for the first time and it almost has disastrous 

consequences when she discovers that she is supposed to be babysitting at the time 

(1.13).  Fortunately, her friend agrees to babysit with her so that the welfare of the child 

is not threatened.  This storyline stood out in that it is a far more responsible lesson 

regarding drug use (from a harm reduction standpoint) than most of the moral tales 

discussed earlier in the chapter.  Freaks and Geeks treated marijuana fairly casually in 

general, although Lindsay’s boyfriend Nick is depicted as having a problematic 

relationship (and his use is one of the primary reasons why they eventually break up, 

making damaging the relationship a negative consequence).
16

   

Minimal Gateway Narratives 

Somewhat surprisingly, I did not find the heavy-handed gateway suggestion 

provided by Dick’s storyline on Beverly Hills, 90210 in any of the contemporary 

examples.  However, any time a character who has used marijuana moves on to other 

drugs there is an implied gateway narrative.  This is perhaps most apparent in the reality 

addiction programs such as Intervention and Celebrity Rehab, which provide back stories 

that often include mentions of how the addict began by smoking marijuana at a certain 

age.  Justin’s admission of his own path to addiction (to some unnamed drug) on Brothers 

                                                 

16
Nick, incidentally, is played by Jason Segel, the same actor who plays Marshall on How 

I Met Your Mother.  It is also worth noting that Freaks and Geeks was created by Judd 

Apatow who has since produced and directed dozens of stoner-friendly Hollywood films, 

including Knocked Up (2007), which gave us the parenting advice: “No pills, no 

powders. If it grows from the ground, it's probably okay.” 
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& Sisters was one of the few instances promoting the gateway theory that stood out 

(1.03).   

Even though several episodes of AMC’s Mad Men treat marijuana casually or at 

least curiously with no negative consequences (e.g., 4.04), Midge’s story arc from 

marijuana user (in 1960) to heroin addict (in 1965) could be read as a gateway tale.  

Midge is introduced during the first season as an artist involved with the beatnik scene 

who smokes marijuana and lives is Greenwich Village.  She is a mistress of lead 

character Don Draper at the time and her marijuana use is not presented as an issue.  

Several years later Draper reconnects with Midge and discovers that she has become a 

heroin addict (4.12).  Given creator Matthew Weiner’s reputed obsession with accuracy 

in period detail, both the non-consequential marijuana experimentation/use and Midge’s 

gateway narrative could be read as depictions intended more to reflect the rise of 

recreational (and hence also problematic) drug use during the historical period and less as 

a means of providing any form of a moral tale.
17

  However, the encounter that follows 

between the two characters illustrates how individuals with dependence problems (to 

certain hard drugs in particular) are stigmatized and is discussed further in the next 

chapter, which looks closely at discourse regarding addiction. 

Family Guy and the relative lack of Critical Marijuana Policy Discourse  

“Episode 420” (7.12) of Fox’s animated comedy series Family Guy provides the 

most boldly political, pro-marijuana discourse found in the sample and includes several 

explicit criticisms of marijuana prohibition (albeit from the family’s cynical talking dog).  

While animated programs have far more creative license to include subversive content, I 

                                                 

17
The same could be argued for the depiction of Roger Sterling’s gleeful experimentation 

with LSD toward the end of season 5.   
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was still completely caught off guard when I first saw the episode (especially knowing 

that it airs during primetime on a broadcast network outside of the safe harbor time 

period).  I am not alone.  A scene from the episode featuring an elaborate musical number 

called “A Bag O’ Weed” (with the chorus “Everything is better with a bag o’ weed”) was 

used as the primary example of the rise of marijuana on television in the aforementioned 

local news segment (“Marijuana on TV,” 2010) (which, incidentally, was from a local 

Fox station). 

The storyline begins when the dad and Brian (the talking dog) are pulled over by 

the police.  The joke is: the dad is driving erratically, holding an open beer can, and 

covered in blood, but these details (and the fact that there is a bloody shovel and sheets 

on the backseat) do not worry the officers.  But then a small bag of marijuana falls from 

Brian’s collar and the police shift gears into hyper-arrest mode.  After spending a night in 

jail, Brian decides to campaign to legalize marijuana.  He stands on a stage in a park 

under a banner that reads “Legalize Pot Now” and offers this speech: “We as Americans 

with free will have the right to use marijuana if we choose to.  Enough government 

profiteering under the guise of morality.  Enough with this phony war on drugs.”  When 

no one listens, he creates the musical number mentioned above to win support.  The song 

works, marijuana is legalized, and everyone in the town is shown to be stoned and happy.  

The local news reports that “crime is down, productivity is up.”  But then a mogul in the 

timber industry gets upset because people start using hemp products instead of paper.  So 

the rich man bribes the dog to help with a campaign to “illegalize it” again (which is 

successful).  Earlier in the episode, Brian explained the less-commonly known but well-

supported arguments for why marijuana prohibition exists. 
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Pot is illegal because William Randolph Hearst ran a smear campaign 

against marijuana in the 1930s to protect his interests in the timber 

industry because hemp was poised to replace wood as an inexpensive raw 

material for the manufacture of paper.  (Family Guy, 7.12) 

While the political, economic, and socio-cultural reasons for marijuana’s 

prohibition are far more complex (most scholars, including Musto [1999], have addressed 

how racial fears contributed), it is certain that Hearst’s media power and the frequent 

sensational articles that dubiously linked marijuana with violent crimes were 

tremendously important to the passing of the Marihuana Tax Act of 1937 (Gray, 1998; 

Herer, 1998; Musto, 1999).
18

   

The fact that the critical policy and conspiracy-theory type comments are made by 

a talking dog within the context of an absurd animated comedy may lessen their power of 

influence.  However, as someone who considers herself relatively well-informed about 

the history of drug prohibition, watching this episode of Family Guy was honestly the 

first time that I had ever come across this theory.  Soon after, I read Viano’s (2002) essay 

about the “intoxicated cinema,” which also addresses this side of marijuana prohibition’s 

history, and was then able to further research the legitimacy of the claim (Herer, 1998).  

The existence of such overt critical policy discourse in this episode also draws attention 

to the overall lack of such discourse elsewhere on television, even among a fairly large 

sample of comical and normalized representations of marijuana use.  While its discourse 

does not quite match the colorfully exaggerated pro-marijuana sales-pitch provided by 

the musical number, and its politics are not as heavy-handed as those provided by the dog 

                                                 

18
Anslinger kept a “gore file” with evidence of the dangers of marijuana.  Much of his 

evidence was sensational articles published in newspapers (primarily owned by Hearst) 

(Herer, 1998). 
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Brian, Weeds (perhaps not surprisingly) provides some of the most notable examples of 

the relatively minimal critical marijuana policy discourse that was found. 

Weeds: Extreme Comical Consequences and Normalization; Some Challenges 

Showtime’s suburban-soccer-mom-turned-marijuana-dealer comedy Weeds plays 

on the stereotypes of pot users as well as any stoner comedy.  The “you will act like a 

fool” negative consequence of marijuana use is often exaggerated for comic effect (for 

example, when Doug and Andy trash the house trying to catch a mouse with a bb-gun 

and excessive amounts of junk food [1.10]).  Other minor negative consequences of drug 

use appear throughout the series (including Andy’s arrest for possession, which, because 

of the “legal grey areas” regarding marijuana in California, leads only to him having to 

take a state-run drug education class [1.05]).  However, Weeds simultaneously relies on a 

markedly (and perhaps necessarily) casual and normalized view of marijuana use.  The 

treatment of marijuana use on Weeds moves beyond simply normalizing through 

suggestions that occasional recreational marijuana use should be regarded as normal 

meaning not deviant, but rather operates on the assumption that many normal and 

respectable people use marijuana recreationally on a regular basis as a given.  Further, 

beyond simply normalizing its use, marijuana is frequently regarded as pleasurable, 

beneficial, spiritual, harmless, and/or fun.  

Three of the series’ lead characters are regular marijuana users.  Doug, a 

financially successful accountant, offers the most comic relief via clichéd stoner hi jinx.  

He is rarely in a scene in which he is not getting high or talking about getting high.  

While his character fills a caricature depiction of a pot-head, the fact that he is a generally 

well-liked, professional white male, who serves as an elected official in his community, 
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does to some extent challenge the assumption that heavy marijuana users are apt to be 

unsuccessful, lazy, and young.  Andy, the somewhat immature but morally strong 

brother-in-law/uncle, and Silas, the (literally and figuratively) golden-haired older son, 

also provide depictions of marijuana users that defy many of the negative stereotypes. 

Like Doug’s, Andy’s use of marijuana frequently serves a comedic purpose.  

However, his use also occasionally provides a vehicle for more counter-hegemonic 

perspectives regarding the benefits of marijuana.  While criticizing legal pharmaceutical 

antidepressants as “zombie shit” that “fries your brain,” Andy justifies marijuana use 

noting that “weed makes you hungry and happy” (1.09).  Andy also relies on marijuana 

for productivity and creativity.  He writes an inspired application for rabbinical school 

(albeit written on a roll of paper towels) after getting extremely high at a medical 

marijuana growers’ convention (2.02).  In the same episode, Sanjay, a supporting 

character Nancy hires to sell marijuana on a college campus, argues that his recent 

transition to marijuana user is “a good thing.  It’s totally changed my life for the better.”   

Silas’s relationship with marijuana, both as a casual user and an eventual grower, 

pushes the defense for marijuana use even further as he frequently defends his use and 

celebrates its pleasurable qualities.  During the third season, Silas becomes involved with 

a young woman who is an outspoken devout Christian.  The basis of their relationship is 

that they get high together.  When he questions whether her marijuana use is consistent 

with her religious beliefs, she notes that “pot is natural… It’s made by God himself so it’s 

spiritual… It elevates you, opens your mind.  That’s what God’s love is all about” (3.06).  

Towards the end of the series, Silas defends marijuana as a drug to be enjoyed 

recreationally (and not simply tolerated for its medicinal properties).  “Weed is not 



  102 

medicine.  I’m so fucking sick of pretending it is.  I grow an illegal and awesomely fun 

drug, which I do not feel guilty about” (8.09). 

More complex and political considerations of marijuana use.  Nancy, the 

series’ central marijuana-dealing mom, is only seen using marijuana herself twice during 

the eight seasons.  While it is possible that she smoked marijuana earlier in her life, she 

frequently identifies herself as a non-user throughout the series.  The first time Nancy is 

seen using marijuana, which does not occur until the seventh season, is when she is at a 

particularly low point and is separated from her family (7.02).  Having just been released 

from prison where she spent three years (for a crime her son committed), Nancy is living 

under state supervision at a halfway house.  Hence, it is not an ideal time for her to 

uncharacteristically (and arguably irresponsibly) decide to smoke marijuana when offered 

by a potential business partner.  However, as she is trying to work her way back into the 

marijuana trade at the time (despite having just been released from jail), the potential 

problems that could arise from using an illegal drug while under state supervision do not 

seem to be a concern for her at the time. 

When Nancy returns to the halfway house late and visibly intoxicated, she is 

required to submit a urine sample, which she fails.  Somewhat miraculously, she manages 

to suffer only a warning (and perhaps a mild probationary penalty).
19

  None-the-less, as 

with Andy’s relatively non-punitive arrest during the first season, the storyline can be 

read as interrogating the notion that smoking marijuana is a punishable offense.  The 

                                                 

19
It seems difficult to believe that this could be a likely scenario (although I would have 

to defer to an expert on such policy to confirm).  But one would assume that if an 

institution requires that a drug test be administered, presumably the consequences for 

failure would be more severe. 
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scenario is presented in a way that allows the audience to feel sympathy for Nancy and 

hence possibly view the drug test itself as invasive.   

The second occasion when Nancy is seen using marijuana is in the very last scene 

of the series (8.13).  The difference is, in this latter scene, marijuana is legal.  (The final 

episode takes place ten years in the future.)  Earlier in this episode, while talking with a 

business partner, Nancy comments that she does not use the products she sells (at one of 

her several legal coffee/cannabis shops) because she prefers to maintain a clear head.  

The final scene provides a somewhat bitter sweet and upbeat form of closure for the 

series.  Hence, allowing Nancy to casually partake in the joint being passed around by her 

loved ones seems like an appropriate way for the series to end.  However, the detail that 

she still (for the most part) does not use marijuana, even while it is legal, is a note-worthy 

suggestion of the reality that most individuals who choose to not use certain drugs do so 

for reasons other than its legal status.  At least one poll found that 99% of the people 

surveyed who currently do not use heroin or cocaine would continue to not use those 

drugs even if legal (Borden, 2007).  

The notion that that the legal status of a substance should serve as an indicator of 

its potential benefits or harm is repeatedly challenged.  Throughout the series, there are 

constant references to people having both unhealthy and healthy relationships with a 

variety of food, drugs, and behaviors.  The opening scene of the pilot episode, which 

involves Nancy and other parents arguing at a parents’ council meeting over whether the 

school should sell soda (with or without sugar), setting a foundation for the series’ 

ongoing play with the concept of defining various substances as good or bad, as well as 

highlighting contradictions that arise when trying to regulate as a means of protecting 
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children.  (The opening scene is then mirrored in first scene of the final episode, except 

this time Nancy is arguing in defense of the student soccer players not needing to wear 

head-gear protection.)  As mentioned above, Andy suggests that pharmaceutical 

antidepressants are more harmful than illicit drugs used recreationally (1.09).  The same 

episode includes a reference to chemotherapy drugs as poison (which, in some regards, 

they are).  Similarly, Conrad, one of Nancy’s business associates, notes that he first 

became involved with marijuana as a means to manage pain after an accident.  He 

explains, “the pain killers were making me sleep all the time… [so I] switched to weed” 

(2.01).   

Over the eight seasons, the show makes many references to medical marijuana 

(including a season-long storyline in which Silas owns and operates a medical marijuana 

dispensary).  But it is during the first few episodes of the eighth season that Weeds offers 

its most passionate defenses for the benefits of marijuana for medical purposes.  At this 

time, Nancy is a patient in a long-term rehabilitation facility (recovering after having 

been shot in the head).  Seeing first-hand how marijuana helps some of her fellow 

patients (and wanting to be a better person), Nancy focuses her energy and resources on 

providing free quality marijuana for her co-patients in need.  Scenes of the sick, old, and 

dying acting giddy, happy, and pain-free comically glorify the medical attributes of 

marijuana.   

Weeds seems to become increasingly political and counter-hegemonic as the show 

continued.  In part because the series ends with a vision of marijuana legalized (at least in 

some states), and because the storyline leading up to that point involves the 

pharmaceutical and tobacco industries, the eighth and final season in particular offers the 
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most critical discourse regarding the uses, benefits, harms, legal classification, and 

political economy of a variety of drugs.  Discourse regarding the parallels (and 

differences) between marijuana and tobacco as Nancy and Silas consider a partnership 

with a tobacco company (8.09), is especially interesting.  I return to this storyline within 

the discussion of Weeds in the sixth chapter as the more dominant narrative 

considerations pertain to the speculation of legalized marijuana within these two 

currently legal drug trades.  (I also return briefly to a discussion of Weeds in the 

conclusion chapter where I consider how it frequently distinguishes between hard and 

soft drugs in a way that is at times somewhat challenging but also on some levels 

concerning.)   

Supporting and Challenging Dominant Ideology 

Television programs (and their narratives and use of discourse) have a material 

function (Williams, 1977).  The function is two-fold.  While cultural texts are frequently 

commodities in themselves, they also are an integral component of a capitalist system, 

both by helping to reproduce the workforce (Althusser, 1971) and by enabling the 

production of commoditized audiences willing to participate in a consumer culture 

(Smythe, 1977/1997).  A cultural materialist perspective is built on the understanding that 

cultural texts (e.g., television narratives) can tell us much about who we are as a society 

and where power resides (Williams, 1977).   

Because of this material function, cultural texts are prone to support belief 

systems that maintain dominant power relations and the status quo.  That is the case for 

many of the examples discussed in this chapter.  Narratives and representations regarding 

the choice to use drugs offer support for dominant ideological positions by suggesting 
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that any and all illicit drug use is problematic or even morally wrong.  When resulting 

problems and negative consequences are framed as caused by drugs themselves (with an 

emphasis on the inherent danger of drugs worthy of government protections) the 

consequences that stem from policy are obscured.  Perhaps the strongest support for 

ideological perspectives in sync with criminalized drug prohibition policies comes from 

narratives that frame law enforcement efforts as primarily designed to benefit drug users 

and prevent future possible “victims” of drugs.  (Of course, this is based on the flawed 

logical assumption that a continuation of drug prohibition policies will prevent future 

victims.) 

However, many of the narratives discussed in the chapter also, at least tacitly, 

support perspectives that are consistent with decriminalization and a public health 

approach to managing drug problems.  Rarely do these stories suggest that drug users 

should be punished through the criminal justice system for their choice to use drugs.  The 

drug-using characters are more often framed as having a problem that requires help rather 

than punishment (although, the same cannot be said of many of the more stigmatized 

drug-using characters discussed in the next chapter).  However, while these storylines 

regarding consequences do often create a sympathetic frame that might imply 

decriminalized policies, they rarely provide critical policy discourse or function in a 

counter-hegemonic manner. 

Depictions that imply that drug use can be normal, responsible, and pleasurable 

(even while also being honest about risks) can challenge dominant ideology with regard 

to drug policy.  As is evident from the last section of the chapter, this is increasingly 

common among depictions of marijuana use.  Dominant ideology does evolve; hegemony 
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is constantly in flux and the counter-hegemonic is often appropriated into the mainstream 

(Hardt, 1992).  This is especially evident in terms of views regarding marijuana policy.  

Not only has public opinion shifted, but in the wake of Washington and Colorado’s new 

laws, there are now significant economic interests in expanding legalization that 

counterbalance (and will perhaps eventually overtake) the economic interests in 

maintaining its prohibition (Dighe, 2014).  However, it is yet to be seen whether this 

hegemonic shift will carry over to other currently illicit drugs, which is a subject I 

address further in the conclusion chapter.  More substantial challenges to dominant 

ideology in the form of critical policy discourse that emphasizes broader harms and civil 

rights injustices created by criminalized prohibition policies are exceedingly rare within 

television narratives about the choice to use drugs.   
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CHAPTER 5 

SUBSTANCE DEPENDENCE, THE ADDICT, AND RECOVERY 

Definitions for terms such as addiction, substance dependence, drug abuse, and 

even the word drug itself can be highly contested and carry ideological weight.  For 

example, some definitions of addiction hinge upon the presence of physical withdrawal 

symptoms when use of the drug stops; yet individuals can develop compulsive, 

problematic habits with drugs (e.g., cocaine) that do not have this physiological property.  

Bailey (2005) argued that the recent co-opting of the term addiction in a casual sense to 

refer to a range of obsessive behaviors including “shopping addiction” and “internet 

addiction” has created further “tensions between popular and expert discourses” (p. 536).  

Similarly, classifying drug use as drug abuse can be political.  Official reports and studies 

sometimes rely on the relatively conservative interpretation of the term drug abuse in that 

any use of an illicit drug is considered a form of drug abuse (Goode, 2011, p. 10).  For 

example, a Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report uses the circular logic of the arrest 

for possession of an illegal drug as an indication of drug abuse (Mumola & Karberg, 

2006, p. 6).
20

    

Current understandings of the word addiction developed in conjunction with the 

adoption of prohibition polices during the start of the twentieth century.  The phrase “to 

addict” historically meant that a person or object would “bind, attach, or devote oneself 

or another as a servant, disciple, or adherent, to some person or cause” (Redfield & 

Brodie, 2002, p. 2, quoting the Oxford English Dictionary).  Often the term was used in a 

                                                 

20
 Even Wikipedia was found to redirect the page for “illicit drug use” to “substance 

abuse” as though there is no type of illicit drug use that is not simultaneously abuse.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Illegal_drug_use&redirect=no  
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positive manner such as to describe a love of books (Boyd, 2008).  Drugs were not linked 

to the word addiction in the Oxford English Dictionary until 1909.  The concept of a drug 

addict as an identity marker (e.g., the delineation of “addicted and nonaddicted bodies”) 

developed soon after this and coincided with political efforts to criminalize the use of 

certain drugs (Boyd, 2008, p. 31; also see Viano, 2002).  The etymology of the word 

“junkie” dates back to the practice of addicts garbage picking metals in order to help pay 

for their habit (Courtwright, 1982).  Courtwright noted that the “term was symbolically 

appropriate as well, since the locus of addiction had, within a single generation, shifted 

from the office and parlor to the desolate piles of urban debris” (p. 110).  As Musto 

(1999) and several other scholars have demonstrated, views of addiction and perceptions 

of addicts, which were overwhelmingly linked to racial and class concerns, were 

instrumental in establishing prohibition policies.  Hence, addiction discourse has 

historically been power-reaffirming.   

Given the complexity of various understandings of addiction, in addition to the 

strong relationships between discourse, power, and policy, there are a range of addiction 

discourses that frame substance dependence in different lights.  This chapter first 

provides a general overview of some of the familiar discourses regarding substance 

dependence and addiction that are found on television through relevant examples.  Part 

two of the chapter then focuses on individual programs and narratives that have 

discursive complexity with regard to addiction, including A&E’s Intervention and The 

Cleaner, AMC’s Breaking Bad, Showtime’s Nurse Jackie, and a few other programs with 

noteworthy addiction narratives (including House, Friday Night Lights, and Entourage).  

As may be indicated by the list of programs examined in part two, addiction narratives 
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are most commonly found on basic cable channels (although there are many noteworthy 

examples from all platforms). 

PART I 

Addiction Discourses 

The two most common addiction discourses found in television narratives are 

those that stigmatize individuals with substance dependence problems as criminals or 

worthless, and those that address addiction as a disease.  These seemingly competing 

discursive types are, on some levels, in direct opposition with one another.  Framing 

individuals with drug dependence problems as worthless or criminal helps support 

positions that regard the criminal justice system as the appropriate institution to manage 

the problem of drug addiction.  Conversely, medical discourse that frames drug addiction 

as a disease is more likely to support policy perspectives that address the matter as a 

public health problem.  However, both broad discursive types present drug addiction as a 

major problem and hence contribute to the belief that the problem of addiction is one of 

the United States’ most serious and pressing problems. Additionally, both discursive 

types are built upon the assumption that sobriety and abstinence are the only goal (both 

for the individual and for society).  Drugs are regarded as the problem, and hence broader 

political, cultural, and socio-economic factors are often obscured.  In contrast to these 

two dominant addiction discourse types, there are a few interesting examples of 

alternative and critical addiction discourse that suggest that drug dependence is not 

necessarily always a problem, address how policy and socio-economic factors contribute 

to an individual’s problems, and/or question abstinence as a necessary goal.   
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Criminal Addicts and Stigmatized Junkies 

In her detailed analysis of 120 British, Canadian, and American fictional films 

about illegal drugs dating back to the early twentieth century, Boyd (2008) found that 

depictions of drug addicted individuals as depraved criminals were prominent in earlier 

films, coinciding with the adoption of various prohibition policies.  Several other scholars 

have similarly illustrated that popular narratives and cultural discourse regarding criminal 

addicts have at several times throughout history played upon fears, helped create moral 

panics, and hence contributed to the adoption of more severe criminal justice policies 

including mandatory minimums and harsh sentencing requirements (e.g., Auerhahn, 

1999; Herer, 1998; Reeves & Campbell, 1994; Viano, 2002). 

  Of course, the prohibition of drugs, by definition, makes most drug users 

criminals since the purchase and possession of an illicit drug is a crime.  But further, a 

dependence on a drug that is available only through a black market often forces a person 

to engage in criminal behavior as a means of acquiring the money needed to support the 

habit. 

The prohibition of recreational drugs after 1914 quickly turned hundreds 

of thousands of solid citizens into criminals. Hundreds of physicians 

became jailbirds. Black-market merchants demanded piles of cash for 

what used to be a few pennies worth of powder from the friendly local 

apothecary.  (Tammariello, 1999) 

However, historically, discourse regarding criminal addicts has framed 

individuals with substance dependence problems as criminals above and beyond their 

addictions.  In such narratives, policy is rarely implicated in the various extraneous 

criminal acts an individual might commit in order to purchase drugs within a black 

market economy. 
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Although representations of the criminal addict have perhaps softened from the 

exaggerated and fear-producing depictions of the past, the scary and pathetic junkie (if 

not always an outwardly violent criminal addict) is a definite television trope.  CBS’s 

top-rated crime procedural NCIS provides a colorful example.  In the episode “Angel of 

Death” (4.24), a young man is hit by a car outside an airport.  At the hospital, he dies 

from a heroin overdose because he had been working as a drug mule and the car accident 

caused one of the pellets inside him to rupture.  The victim’s sister, who is depicted as a 

strung-out heroin addict, and her acquaintance break into the hospital’s morgue and take 

hostages in an attempt to retrieve the heroin from his body.  In a particularly grim scene, 

the characterization of the sister as a junkie reaches a comical and disturbing peak when 

she is shown using a bloodied knife to snort heroin directly from her dead brother’s cut 

open digestive tract.   

While this example from NCIS depicts an individual with a substance dependence 

problem behaving in a violently criminal manner by taking hostages, it is more common 

that the characterization will suggest that the individual is pathetic, possibly a bit 

frightening, and essentially not worthy of the same human and civil rights as others.  

Unless the narrative involves a lead character or is primarily about the recovery and 

treatment process, drug addicted individuals are often depicted as beyond help and 

deserving of their lot in life.  Such characters often provide graphic illustrations of the 

negative consequences that can result from the choice to use drugs and hence can 

strengthen a program’s “just say no” message while also reinforcing the stigma of 

addiction.   
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Many of the depictions of drug addicted individuals found on broadcast crime 

procedurals fit this description. Often, after a crime is committed, detectives will discover 

that a person related to the crime (such as a victim or a friend or family member of a 

victim) has a drug problem (e.g., CSI, 4.16; CSI: Miami, 2.16; Law & Order: Criminal 

Intent, 5.22; The Mentalist, 1.08).  This usually leads the investigators to suspect that the 

crime was drug-related and subsequently drug dealers will be questioned (more on this in 

chapter six).  In most of these narratives, the crime is ultimately linked to an entirely 

different matter (e.g., money or revenge).  However, the drug-related tangents in the 

storylines often provide the opportunity to depict drug addicted individuals in a manner 

that reinforces the stigmatizing assumption that a person with a substance dependence 

problem is prone to depraved and potentially violent behavior.  In one example from CSI 

(4.16), police question a presumably homeless and drug addicted man while investigating 

the murder of a respected man found dead in a seedy drug-using section of the city (as 

indicated by trash can fires).  Police question the man at a hospital after he is discovered 

wearing the shoes of the dead man.  Although it is obvious that he had nothing to do with 

the murder, he is depicted as irrational, disrespectful, and possibly violent as he demands 

medicine from nurses, rambles about being high, and tell the officers “Man’s already 

dead. Why he be needing shoes anyway?” (CSI, 4.16).          

In an episode of CSI: Miami (2.16), lead detective Horatio questions Maurice, an 

informant drug dealer, after discovering that the victim’s son is both a drug user and a 

drug dealer.     

Maurice:  You know how crazy those junkies get.  

Horatio:  Yes, crazy enough to kill.  
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Although the associated murder ultimately has nothing to do with drugs, the 

assumption that drug addicts have violent tendencies is affirmed. 

Unlike the more developed characters who are depicted through downward spiral 

narratives or are the subjects of programs specifically about addiction, these one-

dimensional characters who are framed as junkies (often appearing in only a single 

episode)  are rarely depicted as worthy of saving.  They are often presented as so far gone 

into the throes of addiction and a depraved lifestyle that they are beyond help.  At the end 

of an episode of CSI (4.16), two detectives discuss Mindy, a woman addicted to heroin 

involved with the case just solved. 

Warrick:   It’s her choice, right? [referring to her choice to continue 

using drugs] 

Grissom:   (nods) Unfortunately. 

Warrick:   What do you want to do, take her to lock up? 

Grissom:   Lateral move. She’s already there. 

Mindy is then released and approaches the detectives.  

Mindy:  One guy’s dead. One guy’s going to jail. 

Grissom:  Well, you’re free to go. 

Mindy:  Go where? 

The exchanges equate addiction with prison and further reinforce that addicts are 

beyond help.  However, by also suggesting that it is “her choice,” the implication is that 

she is somehow deserving of her negative situation and sub-par existence.  

When an individual with a substance dependence problem is depicted living in 

squalor, with health problems, or as the victim of a crime, the unfortunate circumstance is 

often presented as fitting or just, at least in part because of what is framed as the choice to 
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become or remain an addict.  For example, individuals with substance dependence 

problems are frequently depicted as working under unsafe conditions as part of the sex 

industry (e.g., The Mentalist, 1.08; The Cleaner, 2.05, 2.09; and Breaking Bad, 1.03, 

2.03).  In such portrayals, while it is clear that the addiction is the primary reason for their 

line of work, rarely is policy emphasized as a reason for their entry into the sex trade.  

This dismissal of an addict’s right to a basic quality of life is parallel to the legal and 

social stigma many drug users face in the real world (Rolles, 2012).   

On crime procedurals, individuals coded as addicts are often treated by authorities 

as less deserving of legal rights.  During the course of one investigation, a detective tries 

to convince an Iraq-war veteran to turn on his friend, who has a substance dependence 

problem, and provide information by saying, “Look Marcus, you went to Iraq and served 

your country and he went to college and got high.  He doesn’t deserve your protection” 

(Law & Order: Criminal Intent, 5.22).  This abuse of the rights of drug users and addicts 

is even more dramatic on the reality policing drama DEA, which frequently demonstrates 

how drug buyers are used as criminal informants in order to police the war on drugs.  

(The program and this practice are discussed in chapter six.) 

Occasionally, there are more complex and nuanced depictions of individuals with 

substance dependence problems on dramas that, while perhaps more sympathetic, 

continue to reinforce the stigma associated with addiction.  In the previous chapter, I 

mentioned Don Draper’s discovery that his former mistress, Midge, has developed a 

heroin addiction (Mad Men, 4.12).  Having not seen each other in several years, Midge, 

an artist, invites Don to stop by her apartment for a drink.  Soon after he arrives, the 

scene becomes uncomfortable as Midge’s boyfriend acts first like an agent trying to sell 
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Don one of her paintings, then as a pimp suggesting that Midge would “show her 

appreciation” if he were to buy one.  It becomes clear to Don that he is being set-up.  

After the boyfriend leaves, Midge eventually admits to Don that she and her boyfriend 

are heroin addicts.  His sadness and disappointment are obvious.  While Don appears to 

genuinely care for Midge, it is also clear by the end of their scene that he has lost respect 

for her.  After buying one of her paintings as an act of charity, Don is visibly repulsed 

when Midge attempts to give him a friendly goodbye kiss. 

Admittedly, the scene is unusual in that it includes rarely found discourse 

regarding the pleasure of heroin.  When Don asks Midge what heroin is like, she replies 

“Like drinking a hundred bottles of whisky while someone licks your tits” (4.12).  Midge 

also refers to her addiction as a full time job and comments that she cannot stop.  This 

reinforces the image of the addict as a slave to the drug, in this case heroin.  Physically, 

an opiate dependence is one of the most difficult to break because prolonged use alters 

the body’s normal production of endorphins and hence stopping use of the drug can lead 

to severe withdrawal symptoms (Weil & Rosen, 1993).  However, this perhaps glosses 

over the fact that the difficult lifestyle that accompanies the addiction (i.e., the “full time 

job”) is due more to the black-market prices and legal difficulties caused by prohibition 

than to the drug itself (as though living dysfunctionally is an actual side effect of the 

drug).  Midge’s heroin dependence comes with a high price tag that forces her to degrade 

herself, sacrifice her dignity, and essentially beg.   

The side story of Midge becoming a heroin addict is also interesting because the 

episode’s central storyline involves the tobacco industry and advertising.  After losing 

Lucky Strike as a client, Don places a full page ad in the New York Times announcing 
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that his advertising agency will no longer represent tobacco companies because of the 

known health risks.  The fact that Don does not give up his own addiction to tobacco is 

not downplayed.  One could even read this as a statement on the hypocrisy of Don’s 

judgment of Midge’s addiction to heroin with regard to his own to tobacco, yet the 

narrative is still framed in a way that makes it clear that heroin is inherently the more 

dangerous drug. 

As discussed in the next section, many of the narratives regarding the drug 

dependence problems of primary characters on dramas rely more heavily on addiction-as-

disease discourse.  However, some of these storylines also reinforce views of drug 

addicted individuals as morally weak-willed and destined for failure.  Two prominent 

examples of this are Rachel on One Tree Hill (who suffers a heroin overdose during the 

fifth season) and Wendy on Sons of Anarchy (F/X, 2008-present).  The two women 

appear in scenes that are notably parallel to each other in that they both involve the drug 

addicted women being bullied by an older female character (who, in both cases, is the 

mother of someone close to the drug user).  Both women are told they will never get 

clean and both accept that assertion.  The women agree with the accusations regarding 

their worthlessness.  Wendy, who struggles with methamphetamine use while very 

pregnant, gives birth to a premature son.  Her mother-in-law visits her in the hospital and 

taunts: “Dear God. Thank you for saving this boy from his murderous junkie mom” (Sons 

of Anarchy, 1.01).  While Wendy claims that she wants to get sober and take care of her 

child, her mother-in-law mocks her intention and pushes her to an “inevitable” overdose 

by providing her with a syringe pre-loaded with drugs.  Similarly, Victoria taunts Rachel, 
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calling her pathetic and saying “let’s be honest, you can’t beat this thing and deep down 

inside, you know it too, don’t you?” (One Tree Hill, 5.11).    

While examples of criminal addicts and worthless junkies are found most 

frequently on crime procedurals on broadcast networks, perhaps the most extreme and 

exaggerated depictions from the sample are on the basic cable program Breaking Bad, 

which is discussed in part two of this chapter.   

Addiction-as-Disease and Recovery Discourse 

Aside from secondary, background, and ancillary depictions of “junkies” and 

criminal addicts, storylines about drug dependence problems of central and primary 

characters—especially when depicted through a downward spiral—commonly rely on 

addiction-as-disease discourse and often include treatment and recovery narratives.  

Primary characters are likely to be portrayed sympathetically; hence their addictions are 

viewed as treatable, as opposed to the supporting characters who are often presented as 

beyond help.  Addiction-as-disease perspectives frame drug addiction as a public health 

matter rather than a criminal justice matter.  Abstinence and sobriety are presented as the 

primary goal, and rehabilitation facilities and support groups are assumed to be the 

necessary means to achieve that goal.  

Boyd (2008) noted that medical addiction-as-disease narratives became far more 

dominant among drug films starting in the 1960s and coincided with the broader cultural 

acceptance that addicts can be loved ones needing help.  Addiction-as-disease and 

recovery narratives are similarly common among broadcast television dramas.  As 

already suggested in the previous chapter, most of the storylines that involved downward 

spirals and/or overdoses resulted in the drug user entering a rehabilitation facility (e.g., 
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Adrianna, Dixon, and Jackie on 90210; Kelly on Beverly Hills, 90210; Justin on Brothers 

& Sisters; Regina on Friday Night Lights; and Millie and possibly Rachel on One Tree 

Hill).  In almost all of these narratives, addiction is regarded as a treatable disease, with 

an emphasis on the treatable aspect.  While a certain amount of lip service and screen 

time might be devoted to the recovery process, it is often simplified as something that just 

naturally results from a three-month stint at a private rehabilitation facility.  Although a 

few characters experience relapse at a later point (Adrianna, Jackie, Justin), all are able to 

achieve sobriety.  The part of the recovery process that is depicted typically includes 

group meetings or “graduation” speeches that rely on formulaic and clichéd dialogue 

regarding the disease, making amends, and the desire to stay sober.  

Part of the reason why such scenes seem so familiar is because of the dominance 

of this discursive type within Hollywood films for so many years (Boyd, 2008).  

However, the proliferation of programs primarily about addiction within the last several 

years, many of which are reality-based programs on basic cable, has likely strengthened 

broader cultural understandings of the addiction-as-disease model.  These programs, such 

as Intervention, Celebrity Rehab, Sober House, Addiction, Gone Too Far, and The 

Cleaner, consistently regard addiction as a physical and psychological condition rather 

than a criminal problem.  Discourse regarding addiction in these types of programs is 

often colored by the language of professionals and experts in the business of recovery, 

many of whom are former addicts themselves (and who have embraced and accepted that 

they have a disease). 

Although personal history and psychological disposition are understood as 

contributing significantly to an individual’s addiction problems (and are often privileged 
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by the narratives to provide a “reason why” for the misguided choice to use drugs 

initially), the drugs themselves are presented as a root cause of the disease while policy 

and socio-economic factors tend to be largely ignored.  On Brothers & Sisters, Justin 

reaches a “bottom” and decides he needs treatment just before he is scheduled to return to 

Afghanistan.  At a military hearing requesting a postponement of his deployment for 

“three months to get clean and sober,” Justin’s lawyer/brother pleads his case (1.10): 

He came back damaged and he turned to drugs for numbness and escape.  

And the drugs did what drugs do.  They steal the best parts of you from 

you and your family and they leave a shell, an addict, who could possibly 

die of his addiction unless something changes. (Brothers & Sisters, 1.10)   

As a primary character with a particularly forgivable reason for turning to drugs, Justin’s 

storyline from initial descent (1.03) through recovery (1.11-1.14), a later relapse (2.04-

2.07), and eventual long-term sobriety offers a classically sympathetic addiction-as-

disease narrative.  

However, as addressed later in the discussions of some of the specific shows that 

rely heavily on addiction-as-disease discourse (such as Intervention and The Cleaner), 

even while over-emphasizing the fact that an individual first started using drugs as a 

means of coping with some form of pain (usually emotional), the narratives still tend to 

frame addiction as the result of a misguided personal choice.  Hence, even though a 

character with a drug dependence problem might be regarded sympathetically and 

recognized as ill, and even while much of the blame is placed on the drug itself, addiction 

is not necessarily regarded as a disease in the same way that cancer or diabetes are (even 

though both of those diseases can in some instances be attributed to lifestyle choices).  As 

Boyd (2008) observed, “Moral weakness and personal responsibility have long been a 

central component of medical theories of addiction” (p. 31).   
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Boyd’s primary criticism of addiction-as-disease narratives is that they often 

support policies that favor mandatory treatment (see Boyd pp. 89-92).  By labeling the 

addiction as a disease, as a society that believes in treating disease, the natural 

assumption is that the disease must be treated, regardless of whether the drug user is 

interested in getting sober.  Hence, even though this perspective assumes that addicts 

need medical help and not jail, examples later in the chapter from both The Cleaner and 

Intervention will help illustrate how this often leads concerned parties to rely on the 

threat of the law as a means of forcing a drug user to accept treatment.  The discussion of 

Vince’s so-called addiction to cocaine on Entourage further addresses the issue of 

mandatory rehabilitation.   

Less Frequently Encountered Counter-Hegemonic Addiction Discourse 

The two dominant areas of addiction discourse addressed above differ 

significantly in how they regard individuals with drug dependence problems.  While the 

former frames addicts as morally inferior, beyond help, and deserving of their unfortunate 

circumstance in life, the latter perceives individuals with drug dependence problems as 

sick, worthy of help, and capable of recovery.  However both perspectives regard the 

essential danger of certain drugs as the primary component of the drug problem and both 

rely upon the naturalized assumption that abstinence/sobriety is the requisite means of 

solving the problem.  Hence, both tend to suggest that eliminating certain drugs from 

society would solve the problem of addiction.  Other less-frequently-found addiction 

discourses challenge these foundational assumptions.  Some reflect alternative 

perspectives that question the need for sobriety as a necessary goal in all instances, or that 

recognize that the controlled maintenance of a drug regimen, even if illicit, could have a 
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beneficial or instrumental purpose.  Others suggest more critical perspectives that note 

that drug prohibition policies often cause more severe harms to individuals with drug 

dependence problems than the drugs themselves, or that emphasize some of the human 

and civil rights implications of policy.   

Alternative medical perspectives regarding functional or instrumental drug 

dependence.  We live in a society in which millions of adults take psychotropic drugs on 

a daily basis under the recommendation of a physician as a means of feeling or acting 

“normal.”  The pharmacological industry has been dubbed “big pharma” because it is a 

multi-billion dollar industry.  A report by Health Care for America Now found that the 

top 11 pharmaceutical companies earned over $711 billion in one decade from 2003-2012 

(HCAN, 2013).  We also live in a society in which millions of adults admit that they 

cannot fully function before their first cup of coffee.  In fact, many people jokingly refer 

to themselves as caffeine addicts.  However, aside from the aforementioned episode of 

Saved by the Bell (2.09), a caffeine dependence is rarely addressed as an actual addiction.   

Goode (2011) provided an interesting schematic for understanding different types 

of drug use that separately considers both the legal status of a drug
21

 and the goal or 

purpose for the use, which he separated as either “recreational” or “instrumental.”  He 

defined recreational use as taking a drug specifically for the drug’s pleasurable effects 

                                                 

21
The distinction of legal status is complicated by the fact that often legally available 

pharmaceutical drugs are use illicitly by individuals without prescriptions (or with prescriptions that are 

fraudulently obtained).  While this research initially set out to focus primarily on drugs that are always 

illicit, narratives involving abuse of pharmaceutical drugs proved to be equally relevant.  Further, the 

difference in discourse used for legal drugs as opposed to illegal drugs is in itself notable.   
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(i.e., to get high), and instrumental use as taking a drug for a specific purpose or benefit 

beyond its pleasurable effects, such as to be more productive at work.  Instrumental use 

can be either legal (e.g., prescribed) or illicit (including “off-label” use of a legal drug).  

An example of illicit but instrumental drug use is the “non-medical” use of stimulants 

usually prescribed for ADHD by college students (Talbot, 2009).  The most widely 

accepted illicit instrumental drug use in our society is marijuana use for medical purposes 

(which is still illicit in the majority of states, although the number of states with medical 

marijuana laws continues to grow).     

But while these categories are useful, a third dimension that distinguishes between 

occasional and regular or sustained use (which may or may not be associated with 

physical addiction or abuse) creates new categories worthy of consideration.  Table 1 is a 

modification of a similar chart used by Goode. 

 

 

Table 1 

Modification of table used by Goode (2011, p. 12) (Original examples are in 

quotes.  I have added examples for new cells created by the third distinction). 
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The modification to Goode’s (2011) schematic allows for a new category that 

could be described as instrumental drug dependence (both legal and illicit) as distinct 

from simply “recreational” addictions (see cells with text in italics).  While “instrumental 

drug dependence” is not a term that seems appropriate when applied to the daily, 

regularly maintained used of a non-psychotropic medication such as insulin or a daily 

allergy tablet, it is perhaps easier to accept this concept with the daily, regular maintained 

use of a psychologically altering medication such as an SSRI
22

 for depression, a stimulant 

for attention deficit disorders, or an opiate for pain management.  Although the illicit 

misuse of pharmaceuticals is considered to be one of the most serious of our country’s 

drug problems today (with escalating rates of dependence problems) (Cave & Schmidt, 

                                                 
22

Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor, such as Prozac, Paxil, and Zoloft 
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2012), many might bristle at the idea that doctor prescribed and managed drug use be 

labeled an addiction.
23

 The reality is we live in a society in which many people regularly 

medicate to feel normal and function productively.  But while many forms of 

instrumental drug dependence are legal and under the recommendation of a doctor, there 

can arguably be instrumental benefits of a dependence to an illicit drug.   

The complexity of the thin line between normal, socially acceptable maintenance 

of a legal pharmaceutical and the stigmatized used of an illicit drug for instrumental 

purposes is rarely interrogated.  Not surprisingly, when such discourse does surface, it is 

primarily in medical dramas or in episodes that involve characters who are health 

professionals.  The three most prominent examples of this potentially counter-hegemonic 

discourse come from programs across all three economic models of television.  Fox’s 

medical drama House includes an extended storyline and frank dialogue regarding these 

issues as the title character addresses his own use of Vicodin (and other drugs) for pain 

management.
  
On basic cable, The Cleaner includes an example of this alternative 

discourse in an episode involving a doctor and a nurse who use amphetamines to perform 

better at their jobs.  (The episode contains rich dialogue that on some levels challenges 

common sense assumptions about the distinctions between instrumental and abusive or 

                                                 

23
When Dixon on 90210 is depicted as suffering a downward spiral into addiction after the 

instrumental but illicit use of Adderall, a fan reviewer expressed frustration at the absurdity of the writers’ 

assertion that the medication be framed as a dangerous drug on par with illicit drugs.  “NO one there cares 

about Adderall, REAL drugs are the priority and problem… it’s not a real addiction.”  In multiple posts, the 

reviewer argues that it is a fake addiction because the drug is used daily as a medicine by many (TV Queen, 

2012).  
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problematic use.)  Nurse Jackie, which airs on the subscription network Showtime, offers 

some of the most overt and direct examples of this type of discourse (and arguably 

challenges dominant understandings about the nature of addiction).   

Regarding medical maintenance of opiates.  Aside from the medical examples 

suggested above in narratives that include discussions of pain management, there were no 

mentions or suggestions of possible benefits from the legal maintenance of heroin or any 

other opiate within the sample.  In fact, there was not a single mention or reference to 

methadone (although televised examples presumably exist).  The idea of allowing an 

individual who developed an addiction from recreational use to safely maintain a legal 

and inexpensive opiate regimen (aside from pain management) is apparently outside the 

sphere of legitimate debate, at least within television narratives.  Yet this is a harm 

reduction policy approach that has been practiced and has had broad support in several 

European countries, including Germany, the Netherlands, Spain, Switzerland, and the 

United Kingdom (Berridge, 2009). 

Critical addiction discourses.  As clarified in chapter two’s discussion of 

dominant and alternative perspectives, critical perspectives regarding illicit drug use 

maintain that prohibition polices cause more harm than the drugs themselves.  With 

regard to drug addiction specifically, critical discourse is likely to address harm 

reduction, policy harms, and contributing factors linked to socio-economic disadvantage.  

These types of critical perspectives have the potential to act as a counterbalance to the 

type of stigmatizing criminal addict discourse that tends to support prohibition policies.  

There are also critical views that question or challenge aspects of addiction-as-disease 

ideology, including the assumption that total abstinence be a necessary goal of recovery.  
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(While occasionally suggested by a subject or character with a substance dependence 

problem on shows such as Intervention and The Cleaner [generally in a questioning form 

because the individual is resistant to enter treatment], Entourage, which is discussed later 

in this chapter, was the only program in the sample that reflected this perspective with 

any amount of legitimacy.)   

Harm reduction.  While the idea of heroin maintenance may seem radical, it is 

consistent with broader harm reduction perspectives, which advocate policies designed to 

reduce the harms for drug users and society while accepting that there will always be 

people who use drugs.  Syringe access is an illustrative example of a harm reduction 

policy objective, especially for addicts.  By providing intravenous drug users with access 

to clean needles, the spread of HIV and other transmittable infections is greatly reduced.  

In addition to the known public health and economic benefits of syringe exchange 

programs, there is substantial evidence that such programs do not impact rates of drug 

use (World Health Organization, 2004).  In fact, often such programs provide outreach 

opportunities for a difficult-to-reach community that has other public health benefits.  Yet 

“despite the benefits of these life-saving programs, legal and bureaucratic barriers still 

prevent injection drug users from accessing clean syringes” (“Syringe access,” n.d.).   

The Wire was the only program in the study that included any mention of needle 

exchange programs or syringe access.
24

  During the third season of The Wire, which is 

discussed in the next chapter, a “free zone” is established where drugs can be bought and 

                                                 
24

While not in the sample, it is easy to imagine a depiction of an individual who has 

contracted an illness from sharing needles.  Such an inclusion might remind viewers that 

the spread of disease from lack of access to clean syringes is a serious public health 

problem.  However, an illness acquired while injecting drugs could also easily be framed 

as just another negative consequence of the drug use itself, and not as a reason for policy 

reform. 
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sold without fear of arrest.  A natural consequence of the experiment is that the area 

becomes a locus for addicts.  While this creates its own problems, it also provides an 

opportunity for non-profit and health service agencies to reach addicts.  Hence, several 

scenes involve politicians, clergy, and health and human service advocates discussing 

various harm reduction considerations and establishing an on-site needle exchange 

program (3.08-3.10).  Aside from this outlying example and a few isolated moments here 

and there (e.g., in Breaking Bad or in Harry’s Law), harm reduction discourse is notably 

lacking (a point which I discuss further in the conclusion chapter). 

Contributing socio-economic factors.  Another critical perspective that was 

underrepresented in the sample is the view that many of the problems associated with 

addiction (including arguably the addiction itself) are caused by and/or exacerbated by 

poverty and negative social circumstances.  While people across all economic, social, and 

racial groups use drugs in general at similar rates, the same cannot be said of the chronic 

abuse of and addiction to drugs such as heroin and crack cocaine, which is significantly 

more prevalent among poor populations (Goode, 2011, p. 164).  There are also 

substantial differences in the consequences a drug abuser or addict faces depending on 

broader socio-economic factors including race, income, community, and access to 

healthcare.  Hence, economic disadvantage both impacts the likeliness for a drug user to 

develop an abuse problem or addiction, and magnifies the difficulties and challenges a 

user faces after developing a dependence problem.  

The causal relationship for the correlation between poverty and substance abuse 

goes both ways (Szalavitz, 2011).  It is perhaps easier to understand how a drug problem 

can lead to poverty.  An illicit drug dependence can create economic hardship for a 
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number of reasons, including the cost of purchasing illicit drugs, the difficulty in finding 

or maintaining a job, and the legal stigma that prevents access to public assistance 

following a drug arrest.  Although it is widely believed that addiction is an equal-

opportunity disease, evidence suggests that poverty is itself a factor that increases the 

likelihood that any drug use will lead to abuse or addiction.  In general, economic 

disadvantage causes a number of health problems in part because of stressful living 

conditions; “chronically elevated stress hormone levels increase the risk of virtually 

every illness you can name: not just addictions, obesity, diabetes and cardiovascular 

disease, but also infectious diseases, infant mortality and most cancers” (Szalavitz, 2011).  

Further, factors such as lack of after-school opportunities; the inability to get decent jobs 

(often exacerbated by arrest records); or the absence of parent figures (many of whom are 

in prison for drug offenses) can all increase the likelihood that a young person will 

develop a drug problem.   

Another possible reason for the causal link is that people without healthcare are at 

a higher risk for addiction due to a failure to diagnose and treat psychological problems.  

In other words, groups with access to quality healthcare are likely to over-represent the 

more socially-acceptable category of regular, controlled licit instrumental drug use (i.e., 

managed psychotropic medicine for psychological problems).  Those without healthcare 

are more likely to self-medicate their psychological problems via illicit means, which 

then can become abusive or develop into an addiction or dependence problem.  It is far 

easier to healthfully manage a doctor-prescribed licit drug regimen when being seen 

regularly by the prescribing doctor.  Additionally, a $10 to $20 co-pay for a drug that 
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makes a person feel normal, happy, or focused causes fewer problems than the cost of 

psychological relief from illicit drugs.   

Perhaps in part because so many of television’s dramas take place in a world of 

affluence and privilege with economically disadvantaged characters relegated to the 

background (Bullock, Wyche, & Williams, 2001), there is little discourse that critically 

interrogates the interconnections between the cycle of poverty and the cycle of addiction.  

Not surprisingly, the few examples that included critical addiction discourse 

acknowledging such perspectives were in programs that include primary characters who 

are socio-economically disadvantaged.  Unsurprisingly, The Wire includes addiction 

discourse that is dense with references to how addiction problems go hand-in-hand with 

problems related to poverty.  Bubbles, a sympathetic character who is homeless and 

addicted to heroin for much of the series (and who also works as a criminal informant), is 

often depicted in a manner that sheds light on this reciprocal cycle.   

Poor addicts are also at a huge disadvantage in terms of recovery because of 

unequal access to rehabilitation treatment option.  Friday Night Lights (discussed later in 

the chapter) provides  one of the only notable examples within the sample of discourse 

that addresses the problem of access to treatment.  Unfortunately, most rehab narratives 

gloss over this issue even when including mentions or references to the high cost of 

treatment.
25

  Programs such as Intervention and Celebrity Rehab that actually pay for 

                                                 

25
90210 (4.09) somewhat comically addresses the high cost of the “best” rehabilitation 

facilities by having Dixon’s sister Annie act as a prostitute in order to pay for his drug 

treatment.  Even though there is an actual storyline built around the high cost of private 

drug rehabilitation, the episode fails to address the fact that without money an individual 

with a substance dependence problem may not be able to get help for months.   
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subjects to enter private drug rehabilitation facilities tend to obfuscate the problem of 

access to treatment (Kosovski & Smith, 2011; Lashley, 2005).   

Policy harm.  Lack of access to quality treatment for those in need is also an 

example of policy harm.  In the United States, roughly 60% of federal and state resources 

for managing the drug problem goes toward enforcement and interdiction while only 35% 

goes toward treatment and rehabilitation (which, notably, is a far more favorable balance 

than just a few years ago when the proportions were 67% and 19% respectively in 2009) 

(ONDCP, 2014).  But there are other more direct harms (for both addicts and society) 

that are created by prohibition policies. 

Discourse regarding the harm caused by prohibition policy is rarely detectable, 

even if the suggestion is there within the narrative if read critically.  This is especially 

true in programs such as Intervention where the hard realities of supporting an expensive 

habit and living a criminalized lifestyle are ever-present.  While there is constant 

reference to the amount of money an addict spends in a day to support a habit, and there 

are occasional uses of terms such as black market in reference to the costs, very few 

depictions directly address these problems as resulting from prohibition policies.  The 

implication is almost always that the drug or the disease or the individual’s moral 

weakness is the cause of an addict’s problems.   

One unusual exception to the dominant trend of denying policy harm occurs via 

courtroom arguments in the pilot episode of Harry’s Law (NBC, 2011-2012), a quirky 

legal drama about Harriet “Harry” Korn, a brash, pot-smoking corporate patent lawyer 

who suddenly becomes a criminal defense lawyer.  In a scene that provides some of the 

most explicitly critical drug policy discourse found, Harry defends Malcolm, a young 
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African American man facing serious prison time for a cocaine possession charge that is 

his third offense, and argues that both drug addicted individuals and society would 

benefit from the legalization of drugs (1.01).   

The prosecutor’s attempt to counter the argument that drug possession is a 

victimless crime allows Harry the opportunity to deconstruct the flawed logic (offered by 

the prosecutor and so many narratives) that creates a stigmatized link between drug 

dependence and criminal behavior.  Because of its unusualness, the scene is worth 

quoting from at length:   

Prosecutor : Oh, but there are victims here, aren’t there, Malcolm? See, 

here’s the thing about being a junkie. It’s expensive. It 

costs thousands of dollars a week to get a fix and the only 

way most drug addicts can swing that is by stealing and 

whose houses you think they break into? Whose cars get 

hijacked? Whose innocent children get killed in the 

crossfire of their turf wars? Did it ever occur to you, 

Malcolm, that every time you buy cocaine you help fund a 

billion dollar illegal drug trade that is bringing this country 

to its knees — a drug trade that is killing innocent people… 

Harry :  [interrupting] It’s a billion dollar trade because it’s 

illegal…  

Prosecutor:  Objection… 

Harry :  Maybe we should decriminalize if your goal… 

… 

Prosecutor :  What, you wanna just pass drugs out on the street, is that… 

Harry :  That’s where they’re passed out now. At a thousand times 

the pharmaceutical cost… and if we legalized drugs, 

addicts would need less than two cents on the dollar to 

support their habit. They’d hardly have to break into homes 

or cars or… 

Prosecutor :  We have something we call values in this country… 

Harry :  And they coincide with saving the innocent lives you were 

carrying on about. 
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Prosecutor :  You’re seriously saying we should legalize drugs… 

Harry :  Everybody commissioned to study the problem has said 

it… 

Prosecutor :  Who, everybody, who?… 

Harry :  If we legalize them, we treat the disease instead of 

punishing it away. 

Prosecutor : Great! You wanna pass out needles, too? 

Harry :  Perhaps. If you’re against the spread of AIDS. Are you? 

Prosecutor :  If we were to legalize drugs… 

Harry :  We could neutralize the gangs; take the drug business out 

of the shadows… 

The courtroom exchange continues in a manner that is consistently impressive for its 

blunt critical policy discourse with mentions of sentencing disparity and other policy 

harms.   

Harry’s closing argument further addresses policy harms and offers support for 

treatment as an appropriate means of addressing drug problems. 

 [S]tudy after study after study has shown that when you take kids like 

Malcolm and you stick them in jail, you increase the likelihood that they’ll 

remain addicts, or wind up homeless, or worst of all become more 

hardened and career criminals. When it comes to drug abuse, treatment is 

seven times more cost effective than incarceration. Seven times. It’s an 

indisputable fact.   

In the end, her client is found guilty (there was no disputing he bought cocaine 

from an undercover police officer), however the judge is able make arrangements so that 

he can avoid a two year prison sentence if he successfully completes a drug treatment 

program.  Although this narrative conclusion suggests support for the idea of mandatory 

treatment, is consistent with the frequent denial of punishment, and on some levels 

obscures the fact that often a judge’s hands are tied by mandatory sentencing 
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requirements; the overtly critical dialogue and acknowledgement of policy harm is so 

uncommon on television (and particularly on broadcast television) that it has been 

discussed online by the American Civil Liberties Union (Chettiar & McCray, 2011), the 

Cato Institute (Boaz, 2011), and other drug policy reformers (e.g., Guither, 2011) (which 

is how I became aware of the episode).
26

 

PART II 

Complex Addiction Narratives 

The programs and narratives considered in this next part of the chapter all include 

complex addiction narratives and hence rely on multiple addiction discourses.  The two 

programs from the basic cable channel A&E, Intervention and The Cleaner, are both 

entirely about addiction and the quest to get a person off of drugs.  AMC’s Breaking Bad, 

a drama set within the world of the illicit manufacture and distribution of 

methamphetamines, includes many rich and varied depictions of drug use, abuse, and 

addiction.  Fox’s House and Showtime’s Nurse Jackie both have unusual extended 

narratives regarding the problematic drug use of a lead character.  The substantial focus 

on programs and narratives that include alternative medical perspectives of addiction 

(House, Nurse Jackie, and an episode of The Cleaner) might misrepresent the discourse 

as more dominant than it actually is.  However, as suggested in the discussion of 

instrumental drug dependence, the mere existence of these relatively unusual perspectives 

                                                 

26
What stands out about this episode of Harry’s Law’s overt critical policy discourse is 

the fact that the program was produced for a broadcast network.  However, even though 

the show never had much critical or popular success and was cancelled within two years, 

it was created and written by long-established “quirky” television producer/creator David 

E. Kelley.  Kelley is known for writing characters and dialogue that are outside the norm 

and push boundaries, and so as a creator he may be given more latitude to include critical 

policy positions than others.   
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warrants analysis.  The storylines from HBO’s Entourage and NBC’s Friday Night 

Lights are considered here because they illustrate less familiar and somewhat critical 

addiction discourse.   

Breaking Bad: Complex Use, Abuse, and Recovery Narratives overshadowed by 

Depictions of Criminal Addicts 

AMC’s critically acclaimed series Breaking Bad (2008-2013) is about a high 

school chemistry teacher who manufactures methamphetamine.  Hence the bulk of its 

narratives pertain to the drug trade and policing efforts, which will be discussed in 

chapter six.  However, drug use and addiction also feature prominently in the series.
27

  

One of the lead characters, Jesse Pinkman, has a constantly shifting relationship with 

drugs that is an ongoing storyline throughout the series.  Additionally, there are plenty of 

colorful background characters who help reinforce negative stereotypes of junkies, 

“tweakers,” and criminal addicts. 

Jesse’s complex relationship with drugs.  For all his misguided actions and 

incompetence, Jesse is ultimately constructed as a likeable character.  He is introduced as 

the former high school student who struggled in chemistry class but deep down wanted to 

do well.  He reluctantly becomes partners with his former teacher and the loyalty of the 

partnership that develops becomes an important component the series’ ongoing narrative.  

A desire to do well and be respected if not liked remains the core of Jesse’s character 

throughout the series.  During the first season, it is not always clear how much of a drug 

                                                 

27
This section, as was the Breaking Bad section in chapter six, was originally written after 

watching the first four seasons of the series.  During the final month of writing of the 

dissertation, I was able to watch the final two-part season.  I have hence modified the two 

sections by inserting additional observations and footnotes regarding the series’ 

conclusion as appropriate and necessary.  However, the bulk of my analysis pertains to 

the first four seasons. 
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problem Jesse might have.  He is shown smoking crystal meth a few times—a practice 

for which Walt scolds him: “we only sell it, we don’t use it” (1.01)—but it is clear that he 

is not a full-fledged addict.  He is also often shown smoking marijuana, both alone and 

with his friends, and this is not generally depicted as problematic.   

During the second season, Jesse becomes romantically involved with Jane, his 

new neighbor.  Jane is a recovering heroin addict who has been clean for several years 

when she meets Jesse.  When Jesse admits to her that he is a meth dealer, she offers to 

take him to a meeting.  But it is not long before she breaks her sobriety and starts using 

drugs with Jesse.  Soon after, Jane introduces Jesse to heroin (2.11).  The next day she is 

late meeting her father for a narcotics anonymous meeting, which she attends, hiding the 

fact that she has started using drugs again.  Through a montage of images and overly 

stylized scenes showing disarray in the apartment, Jesse and Jane are depicted almost 

immediately as having a serious drug problem (2.12). 

Jane dies a few days later by choking on her own vomit while passed out on 

heroin (2.12).  Although this form of death is a possible negative consequence of heroin 

use, her death is actually caused by Walt.  As an experienced and aware heroin user, Jane 

had previously explained to Jesse that it is important to always lie on your side and not 

your back in order to prevent such an occurrence.  It is actually a rare example of harm 

reduction discourse found on television.  But Walt inadvertently rolls Jane onto her back 

while trying to wake Jesse, who is lying next to her.  Walt’s accident turns to murder 

when he watches her choke and chooses not to help her.  However, her death is ultimately 

understood by other characters (and hence, very possibly by viewers) as the result of her 

drug use.   
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Jane’s death becomes a symbolic “bottom” for Jesse that leads him to seek help.  

The next season starts with Jesse in rehab, which leads to a somewhat unusual extended 

storyline regarding recovery, relapse, and further recovery.  Although many of the scenes 

while Jesse is in treatment appear familiar and somewhat cliché with discourse that 

regards personal choice, consequences, forgiveness, and acceptance, Jesse’s sardonic 

interpretation of some of the core tenets of recovery seem almost critical or at least 

challenging (3.01).  However, he does remain sober throughout most of the third season 

(even while manufacturing and selling meth, which is neither very realistic nor consistent 

with recovery programs
28

).  Jesse continues to attend meetings and they appear to help 

with his sobriety, although outwardly he remains skeptical about their value.
29

  

During the fourth season, after an extended period of sobriety, Jesse starts using 

drugs again (4.02).  (The trauma of being forced to commit murder and the visible self-

hatred that follows is implied as the reason for his return to destructive drug use.)  He 

does get sober again, however this second time it is not through rehab.  Instead the 

narrative suggests that self-respect is the key to Jesse’s sobriety (4.05).  Since his drug 

use is seen as a business liability, his boss has him closely monitored and emotionally 

manipulated (via staged jobs) with the assumption that raising his self-esteem can help 

                                                 

28
It is perhaps not unusual for a bartender on television to be a recovering 

alcoholic/addict.  The character of Sam Malloy on Cheers is a well known example, 

although he did have a problem with relapse at one point.  From this study, the bartender 

on One Tree Hill (who is the alpha male character who aggressively slapped Rachel in 

the shower after discovering her passed on heroin) admits to being a recovering addict 

(5.10). 

29
Later in the series (after a relapse) Jesse returns to a narcotics anonymous meeting 

where he initially appears to find support (4.07).  However, he soon lashes out at the 

group and openly mocks the process (admitting that he previously came to meetings to 

find customers to sell meth).  But even while Jesse criticizes several of the core tenets, 

the subtext suggests that 12-step programs and meetings do work for many individuals. 
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him to not use drugs (as a sort of corollary to the assumption that the reason for his drug 

use is a lack of self respect).   

Throughout the two-part final season,
30

 Jesse’s drug use continues to fluctuate, 

sometimes appearing as problematic.  But interestingly, although his character does 

suffer tremendously, he actually faces minimal negative consequences stemming from his 

drug use per se.  Although some of his suffering could arguably be tied to his drug use, 

the narrative frame usually places blame on other factors (emotional, personal, and 

tragedy-related).
31

  Throughout the series, Jesse’s drug use is often framed as really only 

a symptom greater emotional issues or a means of coping with trauma.  But even though 

Jesse is often framed as a victim (of his circumstances, his own bad choices, and, to some 

extent, his drug use), he is also surprisingly shown as more in control of his drug 

use/abuse than most drug using characters.
32

  Jesse’s narrative trajectory both reinforces 

certain traditional assumption about drug abuse and addiction problems while 

simultaneously challenging (or at least questioning) the same assumptions.     

                                                 

30
Season five was divided into two parts with the first eight episodes airing in 2012 and 

the final eight episodes airing a full year later in 2013.  Hence, some sources refer to a 

sixth season.  But to be consistent with the producers’ intent to consider both parts as a 

single season, I use the notation of 5.09 through 5.16 for the final eight episodes. 

31
For example, in one particular low point, Jessie drives around randomly throwing large 

amounts of cash out of the window (5.09) and is later found completely out of it, 

presumably high on drugs, spinning on a playground merry-go-round (5.10).  However, 

although the incident is framed as at least partially related to his drug use, it is ultimately 

attributed more to his emotional issues and the fact that he does not want the money that 

was given to him by Walt. 

32
For example, while being interrogated by the police following the money-throwing 

incident (5.10), Jessie initially plays the part of being high on drugs with visual and audio 

cues to support his non-sober state.  However, he is suddenly and miraculously lucid 

when it serves his interests when Hank questions him. 
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Cartoon criminal addicts.  Although the storylines involving Jesse’s drug 

problems suggest more nuanced and complex perspectives on drug use and recovery, 

many of the show’s depictions of methamphetamine addicts are one-dimensional.  While 

it is understandable that the producers and writers of the series might want to be careful 

not to glorify methamphetamine use, they instead create over-the-top caricatures that are 

profoundly stigmatizing.  There are several scenes during the first two seasons when 

Jesse or members of his crew are selling directly to users. These scenes are all slightly 

animated, with sped-up images, upbeat music reminiscent of old television dating game 

shows, and exaggerated styling of unkempt addicts behaving in a paranoid manner.  

Several other scenes throughout the series that include depictions of methamphetamine 

users are similarly coded to provide strong this-is-bad-stuff, stay away type messages.
33

  

While the inclusion of just say no messages might be read as responsible, the inclusion of 

stigmatizing depictions of individuals with substance dependence problems can be read 

as irresponsible and harmful.     

During the second season, in a scene that provides what is arguably the most 

hateful and stigmatizing depiction of drug addiction within the sample, Jesse goes to the 

home of two customers who had robbed one of his dealers (2.06).  (Jesse’s intention is to 

send a message and demand their money back.)  The setting is extreme; it is the work of 

set designers attempting to shock viewers with the squalor.  The same can be said of the 

make-up and costuming of the two addicts.  To add to the scene’s surrealism, a cherub-

                                                 

33
For example, worried that Walt’s teenage son is using marijuana, Hank takes Walt Jr. 

on a “field trip” to a local motel in order to show him what would happen to him if he 

were to become a meth addict (1.03).  While the humorous tone of the scene perhaps 

undercuts the gateway theory, the overly stylized depiction of addicts aimlessly 

wandering about the parking lot does seem to successfully provide viewers with a “just 

say no” message. 
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faced little boy of about five years old lives in the filthy home.  The female, who is the 

mother of the little boy, is especially reviled in a manner that is consistent with Boyd’s 

(2008) discussion about the vilification of female addicts in general and mothers in 

particular in films.  The male addict is given a name, Spooge, while the female is not 

worthy of a name; she is simply Spooge’s woman.
34

  The scene has a morbid end when 

Spooge’s head is crushed by an ATM that the couple had stolen.  The woman does not 

flinch or seem bothered by the gruesome incident; she simply steals his stash of drugs.  

Her non-reaction places her character on the same level as psychopaths, hence 

reinforcing stereotypical assumptions about supposedly contemptible female addicts.     

A similarly extreme depiction of “methheads” as dangerous (criminal) addicts 

occurs during the fourth season.  Jesse and Mike go to the home of two characters who 

had inadvertently obtained a large quantity of methamphetamines that had been stolen by 

members of the cartel.  Mike comments that they should wait patiently because meth 

addicts can be “kind of unpredictable.”  But as a former user, Jesse believes he 

understands how best to trick them.  Jesse is able to lure one of the two men out of the 

house by simply digging a hole in the yard as if searching for buried treasure.  When the 

man questions Jesse about the digging, Jesse simply hands the man the shovel and 

suggests he continue the digging—which he blindly does.  When Jesse goes into the 

house he is confronted by an extremely paranoid and delusional lunatic who shouts 

irrational statements and threats while waving a rifle (4.06).  These are not the type of 

sympathetic depictions of addiction that suggest that individuals with substance 

                                                 

34
Or “Skank” as one television critic referred to her as, noting “since J. Roberts and 

Vince Gilligan’s script deliberately didn’t name the female tweaker, I think we're 

supposed to think of her as Skank – even if we're never supposed to call her that to her 

face, as poor Spooge learned way too late” (Sepinwall, 2009). 
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dependence problems should be treated humanely (as narratives framed by addiction-as-

disease discourse often do).  Rather, these representations reinforce the concept of 

dangerous criminal addicts and hence are apt to strengthen arguments that suggest society 

benefits from the criminalization of drug use.     

Intervention: Dominant Addiction-as-Disease Discourse with Supporting 

Stigmatized Depictions 

Intervention (A&E, 2005-2013) is a documentary-style reality program about 

individuals with extreme substance abuse or behavioral problems and their families’ 

attempts to get them help.
35

  Subjects agree to participate in what they are told is a 

documentary about addiction.  However, the main purpose of the program is to arrange 

an intervention that allows concerned friends and family members to confront the 

individual with the assistance of a professional.  During the interventions, subjects are 

offered the opportunity to enter a private rehabilitation facility that is paid for by the 

producers of the show (which most accept).   

The show has been controversial from its start (Lashley, 2009).  Often heart-

wrenching and at times shocking, the series is perhaps criticized as much for its 

exploitive nature as it is lauded for what many regard to be providing an important public 

service.  The program is also criticized for its use of deceptive practices and for 

presenting an image of addiction and recovery in a manner that is skewed and possibly 

irresponsible.  Kosovski and Smith (2011) suggested that “by selecting only extreme 

                                                 

35
For this study, I took extensive notes for only six episodes, although I watched parts of 

more than a dozen other episodes.  However, I relied on a few scholarly and internet 

sources, including Wikipedia, TV.com and A&E’s official website in order to better 

understand the show’s conventions, familiarize myself with some of the stories, and be 

more aware of some of the criticisms and praises. 
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cases of addiction to increase the shock value, certain narratives may be overrepresented 

and may skew the public’s perception of addiction” (p. 852).   

A criticism of both the show and the Johnson Intervention method in general is 

that there is almost always a reliance on bullying and/or blackmail to pressure an 

individual to enter treatment.  Friends and family members are instructed to prepare a list 

of consequences that will follow if the individual refuses to comply.  These threats can 

range from cutting off financial support and forcing the individual to move out of the 

home to arrest and possible prison (which I discuss shortly).  Research regarding 

treatment and recovery suggests that individuals have a better chance at successful 

recovery if the choice to enter a treatment program is their own (Fernandez, Begley, & 

Marlatt, 2006).  Further, it was found that less aggressive approaches than the Johnson 

method have a higher likeliness for success in getting individuals to accept treatment, 

although they may not provide the requisite drama for television.  

However, belying these concerns about the method, the program boasts an 

unusually high success rate.  The program’s official website stated that 161 of the 211 

individuals who have had interventions on the show’s 12 seasons since March of 2005 

are “currently sober” (“About the show,” n.d.).
 36

  It is not clear how these numbers were 

determined and it is also not explained how the word “sober” is understood, especially 

given that many of those 211 individuals profiled suffer from other behavior problems 

such as eating disorders, or compulsive shopping, gambling, or gaming.  Regardless, this 

is significantly higher than the typical rates of recovery following treatment, with relapse 

                                                 

36
The numbers on the webpage were the same when checked on January 2, 2013, as they 

were when first noted in May of 2012.  However, the webpage is no longer on A&E’s 

website now that the show is no longer active.    
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within a year estimated to in the range of 40-60% (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 

2008).  One theory offered for the high success rate is that by agreeing to participate in a 

documentary about addiction, subjects may be pre-disposed to recognizing they have a 

problem.  Although the individuals do not know that they will be subject to an 

intervention,
37

 the theory is that the subjects profiled skew towards those who already 

believe that they could use help.  It has also been suggested that the public nature of the 

intervention and agreement to enter treatment may help with an individuals’ willingness 

to commit to the recovery (Lashley, 2005).    

Legal threats as a tool for recovery.  Just as “scared straight” narratives (e.g., 

David on Beverly Hills, 90210) reinforce the idea that the law can be understood as a 

means to keep someone from using drugs, the law can similarly be framed as an effective 

tool toward recovery for individuals with substance dependence problems.  Intervention 

provides some noteworthy depictions of the role of law enforcement within a framework 

that otherwise supports a pro-treatment, public health approach to managing substance 

dependence problems.    

 Occasionally, a subject is told that if he does not accept treatment, he will be 

arrested.  Members of law enforcement might then be present at the intervention 

(although not necessarily in the room).  At one point during the taping of an episode, a 

subject threatens violence against one of the show’s producers.  He later reluctantly 

accepts treatment, but only as a means of avoiding arrest and possible jail for the previous 

incident (10.07).  In a different episode, one of the interventionists mentions to the family 

                                                 

37
The surprise element has become more dubious in later seasons since many of the 

subjects are familiar with the program.  
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that the subject is using “Class-A narcotics” and suggests that “maybe we’ll have to save 

her life by getting her busted” (2.01). 

During the third season, Dillon, a young white man with a methamphetamine use 

problem, faces an even more dramatic confrontation during which he is offered a choice 

between treatment and prison (3.06).  Midway through the taping of the episode, Dillon 

tells a producer that he knows he is going to be subject to an intervention and wants out 

of the project.  After the producers inform his mother that the intervention may not 

happen, she is devastated and fears that they will never be able to get him to go into 

treatment.  The producers turn to local law enforcement for assistance in order to ensure 

that the intervention may proceed.  The interventionist and Dillon’s mother discuss 

options with a local police officer.  The officer assures them that since the mother is the 

property owner of Dillon’s home, they can confront him there without his consent.  The 

mother assures the officer that illegal drugs have been on the premises, which gives them 

the legal authority to be present during the intervention.  Since Dillon is already on 

probation, any illegal drug charge would lead to substantial legal problems.   

While the intention of using the threat of the law as leverage is made clear, what 

is most interesting about the conversation and the scenes that follow is the consensus that 

Dillon’s addiction should be treated as a medical rather than a criminal problem.  The 

interventionist says to the police officer: “I suspect that he’s already jailable right now 

and we are asking you to be a part of our therapeutic effort.  Because obviously it’s better 

to be therapeutic than punitive.” The officer simply replies, “Sure.”  The interventionist 

continues noting that “if he still says no after we’re all finished or even if he refuses to 

have a meeting at all, he’s all yours.” 
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Family members and the police arrive together at Dillon’s home in order to 

confront him.  After unsuccessfully trying to escape the intervention, Dillon reluctantly 

listens to his family members’ prepared statements.  When given the choice of being 

arrested and cut off financially or going to a private, pre-paid rehabilitation center in 

Florida, Dillon initially refuses to go to rehab and offers himself up for arrest.  

Interestingly, it is the two local police officers who eventually convince Dillon to accept 

treatment by informing him privately that he is likely to receive a harsh prison sentence.  

It is clear through both these scenes that the police officers are committed to seeing that 

Dillon receives treatment and does not face criminal arrest.  This is a somewhat unusual 

televised depiction (be it scripted or reality-based) of a law enforcement authority 

privileging a public health approach to treating addiction over a criminal justice 

approach.  Of course, since this takes place in a small town, it is possible (although not 

addressed) that the officers have a personal relationship with the family. 

Intervention’s layered addiction discourses.  Criticism and praise aside, there is 

no doubt that Intervention—both on its own and in terms of its influence on several other 

(mostly reality-based) programs about addiction that have followed—has drastically 

altered the landscape of addiction discourse found on basic cable.  While each subject’s 

story is unique, episodes are structured in a manner that is highly formulaic.  The first 

part of every episode, which presents grim tales, tragic back-stories, and graphic 

illustrations of subjects’ dramatic and extreme lifestyles, relies heavily on more 

conservative drug discourse that emphasize the downward spiral narrative, negative 

consequences, and the stigmatized lifestyle of addiction.  However, because of the second 
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part of each episode, the dominant take-away is almost always that addiction is a disease 

and that addicts are individuals who are loved and need help, compassion, and treatment.  

Since subjects are chosen in part because their addiction has led to dramatic and 

extreme lifestyles, episodes often provide colorful and shocking scenes that reinforce 

perceptions of addicts as criminal, highlighting the stigmatized aspects of the addict’s 

lifestyle.  For example, most episodes emphasize that the subject routinely commits 

criminal acts (beyond illegal drug possession) in order to get money to buy drugs.  In 

addition to family members frequently discussing how the individual has stolen from 

them in the past, cameras often record scenes of the subject rummaging through drawers 

in order to steal from loved ones (e.g., 2.21).   

Through both the narration and comments made by family members, the drugs or 

the disease are blamed for the behavior.  Although the reality is often right there under 

the surface—especially when illicit drug users discuss the difficulty of getting enough 

money to support their habit—the role of policy is never overtly addressed and is only 

occasionally hinted at as partially responsible for some of the problems in the subject’s 

life.  For example, Corinne, a woman with a heroin dependence problem who also uses 

methamphetamines and has diabetes, suffers from various medical problems that are a 

result of both her drug use and her failure to eat well and manage the diabetes (2.01).  

The fact that she has no health insurance is emphasized.  The interventionist comments 

frequently on Corinne’s “destructive behavior” and quips “I always say, if the drug 

doesn’t get you, the lifestyle will.”  The implication is that Corinne chooses to live in 

such a way in the same way that she chooses to use drugs.  The truth is that most of her 

unsavory lifestyle conditions are a direct result not of the drugs themselves but of having 
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to come up with enough money to support her dependence under prohibition.  (This and a 

lack of medical insurance constitute the greatest risks to her medical health and her 

diabetes.) 

Interestingly though, although the first half of the program tends to emphasize the 

horrors of addiction, it also offers somewhat rare television discourse regarding the 

pleasurable effects of drugs.  Because the drug users themselves have a voice in their own 

narrative, they often provide glowing descriptions of their drug of choice.  However, the 

producers and editors seem to go to great lengths to counterbalance any admissions of 

pleasure with graphic examples of negative aspects of the subject’s lifestyle.  Corinne 

states in a clip that is repeated at least twice in teasers earlier in the episode, “I hate 

drugs; I love being high” (2.01). 

The pre-intervention session, during which friends and family members meet with 

the professional interventionist to discuss the subject and how the intervention will work, 

is often where the addiction discourse is most thick, and, for obvious reasons, is 

dominated by professional and medical discourse regarding addiction as a disease.  The 

word disease is accepted as a given.  Corinne’s mother comments that her daughter does 

a poor job taking care of her diabetes because of “her other disease” (2.01).  The 

program’s explicitly stated purpose is to draw attention to the fact that addiction is a 

treatable disease.  Based on the success of the program, A&E has since partnered with 

government and nonprofit organizations to create the Recovery Project, which, according 

to the show’s official website, was “designed to help raise awareness that addiction is a 

treatable disease and recovery is possible” (“About the show,” n.d.).   
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Whether relying more heavily on stigmatizing depictions of addicts (as often 

during the first part of a profile) or offering more sympathetic and humanizing views 

(especially during the intervention), there are a few foundational assumption that are 

promoted throughout every episode.  The first is that drug addiction is a severe problem 

in the United States.  The second is that certain drugs are inherently dangerous and that 

addiction is a near certain consequence of use.  One interventionist informs us that, 

“Heroin kills people.  No one does recreational heroin.  There is no such thing” (2.01). 

(This is, of course, not true.  As mentioned in chapter four, the percent of people who use 

heroin at least once that go on to develop a dependence problem is closer to 13.4% 

[SAMHSA, 2008], suggesting that many people do in fact use heroin recreationally.)  

And finally, sobriety is presented as the primary and only goal.  Hence, ultimately the 

show provides a somewhat conservative view of addiction that maintains at least some 

support for the prohibition of certain drugs.
38

  However, it simultaneously provides 

support for a public health approach to managing the problem of drug addiction by 

consistently asserting that addicts need to be sent to rehabilitation facilities (as preferable 

to jail or prison).  While the policy perspective most strongly supported by this framing is 

mandatory treatment for drug addicts, it also suggests at least some support for 

decriminalization policies.  

                                                 

38
Marijuana is often used by individuals on the show in conjunction with other drugs (and 

often works its way into the back-story as part of a gateway narrative) however the series 

never featured an individual with only a marijuana problem.  (Celebrity Rehab, however, 

does feature a participant with a marijuana-only dependence problem during the fourth 

season).  
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The Cleaner: Detox by any-means-necessary and the Stigma of Addiction  

The Cleaner (2008-2009) is a drama about a William Banks, a recovering drug 

addict following a calling who has made a business out of helping to get drug addicted 

individuals off drugs by “any means necessary.”  The series, which lasted only two 

seasons, ran on the same basic cable network as Intervention (A&E).  Despite its 

relatively short run and lack of ratings success, the series provides a unique and rich 

source of addiction discourse.  Unlike Intervention and the several similar reality 

programs that have followed, The Cleaner is a scripted drama.  Based loosely on the real-

life work of addiction counselor Warren Boyd (who served as an executive producer for 

the series), The Cleaner follows Banks and his team, which is comprised of other former 

drug users.  Although there are ongoing serialized storylines regarding Banks’s 

relationships with his family and coworkers, the program is primarily episodic, with each 

episode focusing on a new client and the team’s efforts to get the individual off of drugs.  

The series provides an unusual and arguably irresponsible depiction of entry into 

treatment.  While some critics believe that the Johnson method of family interventions 

used on Intervention are problematic, the physically-forced detoxification that is often 

used on The Cleaner raises greater concerns.  A typical tactic of Banks and his team is 

illustrated within the first few minutes of the pilot episode when a wealthy woman is seen 

being taken forcibly against her will (essentially kidnapped) and placed in a rehabilitation 

center (1.01).  There is no accompanying storyline regarding this woman other than a bit 

of dialogue that suggests she is a mother; the scene serves as an introductory example 

that provides expository information about Banks’s practice.   
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Although the character of Banks is often described as an “extreme 

interventionist,” actual interventions are scarce on the series.  (In one episode, Banks 

openly mocks a legitimate registered interventionist involved with a case [1.08].)  In fact, 

there is rarely any type of confrontation that even resembles an intervention.  Almost all 

are physically forced into detoxification or treatment; it is not uncommon for a crew 

member to use a needle to inject a sedative into the individual in order to assist with the 

“intervention” (i.e., abduction).  However, these extreme measures are made to seem 

necessary and appropriate as the abduction almost always occurs when the individual is 

in an especially dramatic and dire situation (e.g., suffering an overdose; as the victim of 

violence). 

In a broad criticism of The Cleaner’s depictions of addiction and recovery, 

Marshall (2009) noted that while the success rate of substance abusers through treatment 

is already fairly low, it is substantially lower when individuals do not willingly undergo 

detoxification or treatment.  He expressed concern that “the show seems to imply that 

individuals can be forced and/or coerced into sobriety through means of deception, 

threats and even abduction” (Marshall, 2009).   

Labeling.  Marshall (2009) also expressed concern over the program’s tendency 

to stigmatize individuals with addiction problems.  “The show is built on the premise that 

assisting individuals in engaging in recovery is a good and noble thing.  Why, then, does 

the show continually refer to those with addiction problems in stigmatizing ways and 

portray recovery in unrealistic terms?”  He argued that the program frequently relies on 

stigmatizing language, noting that even the title of the show suggests that drug addicts are 

dirty and need to get clean.  “The language of each episode is peppered with references to 
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‘addicts,’ ‘junkies,’ and ‘getting clean.’ Such language devalues the people referenced in 

this way and contributes to the stigma associated with addictions” (Marshall, 2009).  

While Marshall’s criticisms are warranted, there are also moments during which 

frank dialogue regarding the stigma of addiction at least appears to interrogate such 

devaluing assumptions.  At the end of the first season, one of Banks’s crew members 

(and a close friend) develops a problem with crack cocaine after several years of sobriety 

(after being forced to use the drug again while on a job).  Banks takes him into his own 

home while he detoxes (1.12).  Banks’s high school-aged children are not happy with the 

decision.  

Son:  There’s a junkie in the house. 

Daughter:  Is he a criminal junkie? 

Banks:  He’s not a junkie, first of all. 

Daughter:  But he’s detoxing. 

Banks:  Yeah.  But, he’s not a criminal 

Son:   Then he’s just a junkie?  

Banks:   No, he’s not. 

Daughter:  But he’s a drug addict 

Banks:  Yeah. 

Son:    So he’s a junkie 

Banks:  Look, he’s a basehead, and it was a misdemeanor not a 

felony 

The exchange does, at least initially, appear to challenge the use of stigmatizing 

language.  However, in the end it seems as though Banks is simply trying to clarify with 

which drug his friend has a problem.  While “junkie” is commonly used to describe any 

drug addict, to many (and to Banks, himself a recovering heroin addict), junkie refers 
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specifically to a person with a heroin addiction.  Basehead is a similarly derogatory term 

used to describe someone who free-bases crack cocaine.  Ironically, later in the same 

episode Banks says to his friend, “I still think about using everyday… because I’m a 

junkie, man.  And so are you.”   

An episode that features estranged twin sisters, one with an addiction to heroin 

and the other with an addiction to Oxycodone (which is pharmacologically similar to 

heroin but is legally available by prescription) illustrates how The Cleaner reflects certain 

stigmatizing assumptions about addiction (2.05).  The episode provides a unique 

opportunity to consider how stigma is applied to an addict based on the licit/illicit 

distinction of the drug used.  The woman with the heroin dependence problem is openly 

shamed by both her mother and sister.  The sister with the prescription drug problem 

(ironically) finds her sister to be contemptible because she is a heroin addict.  There are 

also issues of class related to their respective drugs of choice.  The heroin user works as 

an adult entertainer while the other lives in a world of privilege.  The façade of having a 

wonderful life quickly crumbles for the suburban sister and she is ultimately portrayed as 

having the more severe problems.  However, the overall framing of the heroin addicted 

sister and her work in the sex industry reinforces the stigmatizing implication that an 

individual with a heroin dependence problem somehow deserves a difficult lifestyle 

because of the choice to use a “bad” drug like heroin. 

More complex layers.  Although The Cleaner often privileges dramatic 

storylines over realistic or responsible depictions of recovery, and simultaneously 

reinforces stigmatized views of addiction, the series also relies on a complex layering of 

other types of addiction discourse.  The addiction-as-disease discourse in particular can 
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be thick.  Banks frequently refers to addiction (including his own) as a disease and 

addicts are framed as needing medical help.  As on Intervention, sobriety and abstinence 

from drugs is presented by the narrative as the only goal.  But additionally there are 

occasional reflections of alternative and even somewhat critical addiction discourse. 

Instrumental dependence?  While often juggling multiple addiction discourses, 

The Cleaner occasionally incorporates counter-arguments and even subverts or questions 

dominant understandings of addiction.  An episode about a doctor and nurse who 

regularly use amphetamines (arguably abusively) provides rich dialogue that both mocks 

traditional understandings of addiction and includes the less-often encountered 

perspective regarding positive benefits of purposeful, instrumental, controlled use of 

drugs (2.07).  Although the narrative ultimately frames this counter-perspective as 

problematic and wrong, the inclusion of dialogue is noteworthy. 

Doctor: So, you specialize in self diagnosis, huh? 

Banks:  Self diagnosis? 

Doctor: Yeah.  The symptoms of addiction are diagnosed by the so-

called addict. 

Banks:  The so-called addict? 

Doctor: Negative consequences; significant time spent neglecting 

activities; desire to cut down.  Millions of people all over 

the country sitting on folding chairs, drinking coffee, and 

self-diagnosing themselves.  As someone who diagnoses 

quite well, I can tell you I am not an addict. 

And in a later scene, the doctor further interrogates the distinction between 

instrumental and recreation use. 

Doctor: I have a job to do. 

Banks:  Why not do it sober? 
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Doctor: What does sober have to do with anything?  

Banks:  Are you serious? 

Doctor: Yeah.  It’s a state of mind.  A consciousness.  A clarity. 

Banks:  Actually, it’s a lot more than that. 

Doctor: Yeah, I know what drugs do.  I know how they work and I 

know when they’re destructive. 

Banks:  Well over time and with over-use, they’re all destructive. 

Doctor: Yeah, well in my business, a drug can create the 

opportunity for a new life.  It can retrain the body to do 

things that nature would not have it do. 

Banks:  Understood. 

Doctor: And can trick the body into accepting something totally 

foreign that millions of years of nature would have it reject.  

One drug can do all that. 

Banks:  We’re not talking about anti-rejection drugs.  We’re talking 

about speed. 

Doctor: A drug that allows me to work longer with more focus and 

clarity to save lives. 

Banks:  Look, here’s the thing, I’m worried about your life. 

Doctor: You don’t know my life. 

Banks:  I know I can help you. 

Doctor: No, you can’t help me.  There’s no sleep.  There’s no rest.  

There’s no peace of mind for me.  And if I need drugs to do 

that, so be it. 

 

The scene is followed by the doctor’s boss threatening to have his license 

revoked, suggesting that the doctor’s denial of a problem could start collapsing, 

further de-legitimizing the doctor’s perspective about his own drug use.  
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However, the doctor “gets away” in the end as one of Banks’ failures.  While 

Banks and his crew are able to get the nurse to detox and seek help, the doctor 

moves to a different state where he is hired by a different hospital (2.07).  

Outside the law, but cooperative.  Finally, as addressed within earlier discussions, 

how the discourse and narrative frame the role of the law and its potential for harm or 

good is suggestive of their likely ideological function.  Banks often works with the 

cooperation of law enforcement.  There appears to be a mutually beneficial component of 

their relationship.  Banks regularly has access to the means to help law enforcement with 

details of an investigation.  Likewise, police often help Banks get access to an individual 

while agreeing to avoid arrest.  It is occasionally made explicit that Banks wants an 

individual to get medical help without arrest or jail.  For example, when trying to help a 

drug user with an existing criminal record, Banks goes out of his way to make sure that 

there is not an arrest because he recognizes that it would be a third strike and would carry 

harsh criminal penalties (1.05).  However, it is important to note that Banks himself 

occasionally suggests that his own recovery and ability to get clean was in part the result 

of time spent in prison, or at least he credits the help he received from a friend who he 

met in prison (1.04).  (He also frequently mentions that he made his initial “deal with 

God” to get clean while his wife was in the hospital delivering his daughter [their second 

child], and so it is not entirely clear how much credit he gives to prison for his sobriety.)   

House: Pain Management vs. Addiction 

House M.D. (2004-2012) is a medical drama that enjoyed a long run of critical 

and popular success for the Fox broadcast network.  As an episodic program, the show 

focuses on the detective work of a team of doctors who investigate unusual and 
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undiagnosed medical conditions.  However there are serialized narratives regarding the 

lives of the main characters, including an ongoing storyline about the drug use of Dr. 

Gregory House (the brilliant but eccentric title character) that provides a relatively 

unusual and complex depiction of drug dependence.
 39

  House suffers from ongoing pain 

in his right leg (causing him to walk with a cane).  He manages his pain with Vicodin, a 

prescription opiate analgesic.  House’s drug use is addressed during the first season when 

coworkers question whether his use is appropriate and necessary or problematic and 

abusive.  His supervisor challenges him to go without Vicodin for 24 hours to assess his 

dependence and need for the drug (1.11).  What is impressive about this early episode 

within the series is its unusual outcome.  House’s attempt to go without leads him to the 

conclusion that he is dependent on the drug but that he is okay with that.  He believes that 

the pain management allows him to function and hence allows him to be a good doctor.   

Over the course of the next few seasons, the complexity of the narrative involving 

House’s drug use develops with House continuing to struggle with pain.  In addition to 

regular, sometimes problematic use of Vicodin, he also occasionally experiments with or 

seeks out other drugs including: Ketamine (2.24*), Morphine (2.13), Oxycodone (3.10), 

and Methadone (5.16*) (the latter three of which are all opioids).  During the third 

season, his drug use becomes the subject of an official criminal investigation when a 

                                                 

39
For this study, I watched 16 episodes.  Two were initially selected because they 

involved a patient-of-the-week’s involvement with drugs (and were identified through 

word searches of episode guides).  I later decided to consider the narrative involving 

House’s own relationship with drugs.  However, as a non-regular viewer of the series, 

there are obviously nuances of his relationship with drugs for which I am unfamiliar.  I 

identified important episodes regarding his own drug use narrative through a variety of 

online sources, especially Wikipedia.  I also relied heavily on online sources for clarity 

regarding plot development and various takes on his character’s relationship with drugs.  

In discussing the narrative, I reference a few episodes that I did not actually watch but 

read about.  These are indicated with an asterisks after the episode number.  
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police detective whom House treated questions his ability to practice medicine after 

witnessing House take Vicodin and behave rudely (3.10-3.11*).
40

   

Rehabilitation.  House’s drug use becomes the central focus of the show at the 

end of the fifth and start of the sixth seasons.  House begins to suffer from hallucinations 

(5.23).  After he and his own doctor rule out other possible causes, House determines that 

his addiction to Vicodin is the likely cause of the visions.  After a few dramatic instances 

(including an extended hallucination involving a sexual relationship with his boss, and 

the embarrassment that follows when he publicly announces the imagined affair) lead to 

what could be described as a “bottom” of a downward spiral narrative, House decides to 

check himself into a treatment center (5.23-5.24).  

The sixth season begins with a surreal montage of House going through a 

detoxification process at the Mayfield Psychiatric Ward (6.01).  He is seen in an 

institutionally bare small white room on a cot sweating and convulsing.  He freaks out 

and starts yelling for help; he is restrained.
41

  There is minimal diagetic sound of only his 

screams for help mixed with a soundtrack of pretty music.  He wakes up later; the music 

stops and diagetic sound resumes.  With the detox over, House appears to feel tentatively 

well and attempts to check himself out.  House is informed by the director that his 

problems run deeper than the physical dependence and that he needs to stay in treatment 

in order to address the psychological problems that lead to his addiction. Although House 

                                                 

40
The House M.D. site at Wikia.com provides an overview of the complexity of House’s 

drug use as a means of coping with emotional pain as much as for physical pain and notes 

that “even before his disability, House admitted to recreational drug use” (“Gregory 

House,” n.d.). 

41
Boyd (2008) argued that most Hollywood depictions of extreme physical reactions and 

torment during withdrawal from opiates exaggerate the typical physical reactions that 

occur (p. 89).   
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is not interested in staying, he agrees when he learns that his medical license is dependent 

upon a recommendation letter from the director.  This is yet another example of forced 

treatment that is presented as necessary and for the good of the addict.     

The two-hour season opener is devoted entirely to House’s stay as a patient at 

Mayfield (6.01-.02).  Much of the storyline revolves around House’s attempts to diagnose 

other patients and the relationships he develops while in treatment.  However, the central 

narrative pertains to House’s own psychological and pharmacological issues.  

Interestingly, while in treatment and off Vicodin, there are minimal mentions of the pain 

in House’s leg with the exception of House once mentioning to a colleague that he is 

taking non-narcotic pain medication and “dealing” with the pain.  Given that pain 

management is the reason House gives for his use of Vicodin, the lack of discussion of 

his pain is notable (and could even be read as a slight to the legitimacy of his claim of 

medically-warranted pain management).  Most of the discourse regarding his recovery 

emphasizes the deeper psychological reasons for his drug and alcohol use (in a manner 

that is consistent with the type of discourse commonly found on Intervention).       

As part of his treatment, House is prescribed an SSRI, which is a class of drugs 

generally used to treat depression and anxiety that includes well-known brands such as 

Prozac and Zoloft.  In a somewhat typical mental-institution-set storyline, House and his 

roommate make a pact to go off their meds and perfect the art of “pocketing” pills inside 

the cheek while taking medication under supervision.  The episode suggests interesting 

contested views of mood altering medications.  As a medical professional, House 

understands the value of drugs to help treat psychological problems.  However, despite 

his own Vicodin and alcohol use, he is uncomfortable with the idea of using drugs to alter 
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his personality and mood.  His uneasiness is made clear in a conversation with the 

director, who also serves as his primary therapist. 

Director: I know you don’t have a problem taking drugs. 

House:  For my leg. For pain. 

Director: Well, think of this as being for psychic pain. 

House:  I don’t want to change who I am. 

Director: Miserable?  You think that by taking meds you’ll lose your edge? 

However, House eventually agrees to start taking the SSRI medication and 

appears to benefit from the drugs (and get better).  House’s roommate is upset with 

House because he perceives House’s decision to start taking the SSRIs as a broken pact.  

However, by the end of the episode, the roommate lets the nurse know that he wants back 

on his medication:  “I want my meds.  I want to get better.”  As the final line of the 

episode, the take-away message regards the value of such medications.
42

  

Relapse.  For the remainder of the sixth and the first half of the seventh season, 

House remains relatively sober (at least off Vicodin).
 43

  His struggle with the temptation 

to use provides a dramatic device for the sixth’s season finale.  After a low point, House 

rips a mirror off of the wall in order to reveal his hidden stash of Vicodin.  But, he 

ultimately does not take the pills.  During this time period, he also relies on non-drug 

                                                 

42
This narrative is representative of a broader trope involving psychological patients 

going off their medication (see 

http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/NoMedicationForMe).  In this study, Weeds 

has a parallel moral when Silas’s “friend” stops taking his medication and then acts crazy 

and destructive (8.08). 

43
This is to the best of my understanding from reading episode descriptions.  Admittedly, 

as a non-regular viewer, it is not clear to me whether he uses alcohol during this time 

period.   He does use non-narcotic pain medications. 



  160 

means of managing his pain (including cooking) with varying degrees of success.  

However, under the stress of the news that his girlfriend Cuddy may have cancer, House 

takes Vicodin after more than a year abstaining (7.15).  Cuddy correctly guesses that he 

had been “stoned” when he was there for her at the hospital.  She then ends their 

relationship, although primarily because of his behavior and not specifically because he 

took Vicodin.  She explains: “It’s not about the pills House, it’s about what they mean” 

(7.15).   

After the break-up, House embarks on a two week bender at a hotel binging on 

alcohol, Vicodin, and prostitutes (7.16).  While House’s colleagues discuss the return of 

his drug use, he is identified as a “Vicodin addict” to a new team member unfamiliar with 

his past problems.  House eventually ends his excessive behavior and returns to work.  

However, he continues to use (possibly abuse) Vicodin.  The first episode in which 

House is back at work after his extended partying features a patient-of-the-week who is 

identified as a former heroin user.  House quips “once an addict always an addict” while 

simultaneously popping a pill he had at the ready (7.17).  The patient’s past heroin 

addiction is ultimately unrelated to his medical condition, but it is used as a means to 

reference and perhaps parallel House’s own drug use.  Interestingly, the patient is later 

revealed to be a wanted cannibalistic serial killer.  (This is actually one of a few examples 

from the sample in which a violent psychopath or serial killer is, incidentally, a current or 

former drug user [e.g., House, 7.15; CSI: Miami, 1.20]).   

In the months following his relapse and break-up, it is not always clear exactly 

how much Vicodin House uses and whether his use is problematic or if he continues to 

use the drug primarily to manage pain.  Despite some outlandish behavior (including 
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marrying a prostitute for green card purposes), House functions and appears to be in 

control of his use.  His behavior is framed as reactionary to his break up as much as to his 

drug use.  However, although House appears to manage his drug use, there are indicators 

that his use creates problems.  Further, his use becomes illicit when he forges his best 

friend’s signature on prescriptions.  House reaches a new low when he drives a car into 

his ex-girlfriend’s house during the final episode of the season (7.23*) and lands in prison 

as a result (8.01*).  Notably, not even spending time in jail gets House to stop using.
44

  

According to Wikipedia, while in jail, House “finds his need for Vicodin is a weakness 

when an inmate makes House steal 20 pills of Vicodin or be killed. Throughout season 

eight, House’s abuse of Vicodin becomes more habitual like it was before season five”
  

(
“
Gregory_House#Social,” n.d.).   

Heroin.  Incidental references to heroin seem frequent even among the relatively 

few episodes of the series watched for the study.
45

  There also appears to be a pattern of 

hints and allusions to House’s own temptation to try heroin.  The episode “The Fix” 

(7.21*) is both titled and constructed as a means of teasing the audience with a will-

he/won’t-he use heroin guessing game, with visual cues and previews designed to lead 

viewers to believe that House has started using heroin.  However, as The AV club’s 

review reveals: “Good news! House wasn’t shooting up heroin, despite the fact that he 

                                                 

44
House is another example of the many drug users punished on TV with jail because of 

non-drug charges.  (Although his use/abuse of Vicodin may have contributed to his 

punishable actions, it is ultimately jail term resulting from the violent act and not for drug 

possession.) 

45
In the same episode when House uses Morphine during the second season there is a 

patient who is addicted to heroin (2.13), and the aforementioned past heroin use of the 

serial killer patient (7.17).  In another episode, House picks up a former colleague just 

released from jail.  She makes up a story explaining her prison time implying that she had 

been using drugs and was with someone who overdosed on heroin (7.18). 
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was cooking a white powder in a silver spoon over an open flame, before injecting the 

resultant fluid into his arm” (Handlen, 2011).  (It turns out that he is self-injecting an 

experimental new drug that he acquired illicitly with the hopes of healing his leg and 

lessening the pain.
46

)  The above quoted review (as well as some of the online discussion 

of the episode) is telling in terms of how culturally we regard the distinction between 

heroin and pharmacologically similar drugs that are available legally, with much more 

stigma associated with the illicit variety.  

Although there may have been a sense of relief among fans when House did not 

start using heroin at the end of the seventh season, the same cannot be said by the series’ 

end.  The final episode, titled “Everybody Dies,” begins with House waking up in a 

burning building (8.22).  He is lying on the floor next to another man who is presumably 

already dead.  There are enough visual cues (e.g., a syringe on an end table) to imply that 

the two may have passed out after using heroin.  House continues to lie on the floor of the 

burning building and engages in a series of delusional conversations with various 

individuals from his past and present.  This provides a framework for a flashback 

narrative (with reflection) on how he got to be there, lying next to Oliver, a recent patient.   

While there are complexities to Oliver’s medical case and his role in the storyline, 

the most significant quality of his character is that he is an unapologetic heroin addict 

whose image does not conform with typical assumptions about heroin addicts.  Oliver is a 

stock broker (and the son of a stock broker) who emphatically states “I’m not going stop 

                                                 

46
Krakow (2011) noted that the episode’s depiction of House’s struggle with pain 

management was “very realistic for a desperate man who didn’t want to crawl further into 

a bottle of Vicodin.” 
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doing drugs.”  He then provides a glowing description of heroin, particularly in relation 

to pain management: 

I had a ski injury and painkillers weren’t enough, and a friend of mine 

gave me some heroin. The second it entered my veins, it was like… God 

had taken over my body. It was like there was no more pain or 

unhappiness in my life or anybody else’s. (7.22) 

When questioned by his visionary guest from the past whether House regarded 

Oliver as a role model, House answers “He’s happy.” 

The script never explicitly states that House uses heroin that night and many of 

the clues provided are perhaps intentionally vague.  It is clear from online discussions 

that many viewers did not notice or assume that House uses heroin.  However, as 

indicated by the exchange above, there is a strong implication that he does.  As one 

reviewer noted, “It’s left to conjecture, but I think it’s fair to assume that House was 

intrigued by the patient’s description of heroin and decided to score some with the 

patient” (Scott, 2012).  Similarly, Wikipedia’s brief episode description makes this 

assumption: “He awakens in a burning building after shooting heroin with his former 

patient.” (“House_(season_8),” n.d.).  

What makes this implied choice to use heroin especially interesting as an end to 

the series is that there are ultimately no negative consequences (for House at least) for his 

decision to use heroin.  Of course, his former patient/fellow heroin user suffers the 

ultimate negative consequence and dies, presumably from an overdose (although perhaps 

because of the fire).  But House not only survives his heroin use and the ensuing fire, he 

goes on to experience what can only be described as a happy ending.  The episode, which 

TVtrope.com correctly identifies as suffering from “mood whiplash” includes several 

somewhat convoluted plot twists that involve House faking his own death and ultimately 
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riding off on motorcycle with his best friend (who is dying of cancer).  Interestingly, the 

issue of House’s use of heroin is essentially dropped during the second half of the 

episode.  Heroin is an issue for House and the narrative only leading up to the fire (and 

his presumed decision to use heroin).  Scenes (both real and imagined) between House 

and Oliver, and other references to drug issues factor heavily into the narrative while 

House is still in the burning building.  But once the plot shifts to the drama of House 

being dead/not dead, the question of how House is managing his pain (and whether he 

continues to use heroin) is absent.  (Perhaps this is why so many viewers have apparently 

not read into the into the episode House’s choice to use heroin; the dominant focus of 

online discourse seems directed more toward the faked death and the sunset ending.)  

Although a reasonable inference could be that House will continue to manage his pain 

while on the road using heroin, it is not a perspective that is suggested, and it is not a 

consideration found to be reflected in online discussions.  

Nurse Jackie: A Model of the Functioning Addict? 

The extended opening sequence of the pilot episode of Showtime’s Nurse Jackie 

(2009-present) clearly outlines what is to be one of the dominant themes of the series: the 

moral complexity of a functioning addict.  Over a montage of super stylized, white-

washed images of Jackie dressed in her nurse’s uniform, she jokes in the voice-over 

“What do you call a nurse with a bad back? Unemployed.  Ba-dum-dum.”  Over macro 

close-up shots of orange grains spilling from a capsule, the voice of Jackie states “Sixteen 

grains. No more, no less.”  The next visual shows Jackie snorting what appears to be far 

more than 16 grains, but the point is still that she believes that she carefully manages her 
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drug use.  The sound of a heartbeat getting faster accompanies an image that zooms in on 

the contraction of her pupil, emphasizing the physical effects of the drugs.   

Jackie is quickly characterized as someone who continuously straddles the 

moral/immoral divide.  The thin and blurry lines that exist between right and wrong, good 

and bad, comprise a core theme of the series.  Jackie comments early in the series that 

people with the most capacity for good have the most capacity for evil (1.01).  The show 

is also about the fuzzy line between what might be regarded as medically necessary or at 

least medically helpful drug use (e.g., pain management) and the less socially acceptable 

use that is perceived as abusive drug dependence or addiction.  Part of the problem with 

attempting to judge or define Jackie’s use of pharmaceuticals is that she takes medically 

approved drugs for an instrumental purpose, but obtains them illegally from the hospital 

pharmacist with whom she is having an affair.
47

  Additionally, because Jackie uses more 

than just pain medications and appears to enjoy the pleasurable benefits of some of her 

drug use, coupled with her unsavory means of acquisition, it easy to perceive her drug 

use as abusive. 

But Jackie functions.  The narrative repeatedly makes a strong case for her ability 

to function.  She regularly breaks the rules, but she usually does so for the greater good.  

This becomes a recurrent plot point illustrated within the first few minutes of the pilot 

when Jackie forges the signature of a patient who has just died in order to make him an 

organ donor.  His family acts surprised, but she gets away with the deceptive act.  

Throughout the first season, Jackie is portrayed as highly functional and ultimately a 

                                                 

47
It is never entirely clear whether she has genuine feelings for him or is using him for 

access to drugs; she keeps her personal status, which includes a husband and two kids, a 

secret not only from him but from almost everyone at the hospital.  The pilot ends with 

Jackie and the pharmacist exchanging I-love-you’s while he hands her Vicodin.   
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good nurse.  Whether the depiction of Jackie’s character as a functioning addict is 

accurate, fair, or even responsible, there is no doubt that the show is unique for its 

discourse regarding instrumental drug dependence that goes beyond what was depicted in 

House or The Cleaner.   

However, the narrative does not allow Jackie’s drug use (or problem) to go 

unaddressed.  As the TVtrope.com entry for functional addict explains, such characters 

are generally written as a “ticking-time-bomb” (or else why would the writers bother with 

the character trait) (“Functional addict,” n.d.).  During a later episode in the season 

(1.08), Jackie is assigned a temporary worker whom she believes is working under the 

influence of drugs.  She suspects this because his behavior is erratic and his performance 

on the job is unacceptable.  In other words, he is a non-functioning drug user.  She 

confronts him about his drug use toward the end of the episode.  He replies with a “takes 

one to know one” quip, to which Jackie snaps back, “What did you say to me?,” as 

though the idea of her being accused of irresponsibly using drugs is offensive.  The scene 

presses the question of whether Jackie’s drug use is problematic, an issue that is further 

addressed in the next episode.  But it also emphasizes the distinction between someone 

who uses drugs at the workplace and functions and someone who uses drugs at the 

workplace and does not function.
48

  While Jackie does make mistakes at her job (and 

some are potentially fatal), she makes notably less mistakes than many of those around 

her, including several of the doctors.   Hence, the question of whether Jackie functions 

better or worse because of her drug use is forced.  In the parallel storyline on The Cleaner 

involving a doctor who uses amphetamines to function better at his job, the resounding 

                                                 

48
This character returns as a regular during the start of the second season sober after 

having been to drug treatment. 
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lesson to be read is that the drugs create more of a problem than help; on Nurse Jackie, 

the narrative hints are more ambiguous. 

While the scope of Jackie’s drug use-related problems fluctuates throughout the 

first season, the complexity of her character becomes denser.  Jackie’s perception of her 

own drug use remains notable. While it could easily be read that she is in denial of a drug 

problem, it is also implied that she perhaps knows more about herself and her ability to 

function than those around her.  In a scene from the pilot episode, Jackie talks with a 

patient who is visibly drunk and she mentions that she does not drink alcohol.  When the 

patient questions her reasons, Jackie says “I like to have a clear head” (1.01).  It is 

difficult to identify her drug use as an addiction or a serious problem when, for Jackie it 

is more of a nuisance and just a part of her everyday life.   

Rehabilitation.  At the start of the fourth season, Jackie enters treatment.
49

   

Although the first season was frequently counter-hegemonic in terms of its addiction 

discourse, it easy to imagine that the story arc might bend the discourse toward a more 

conservative frame in later seasons with a near-obligatory recovery narrative.  However, 

even though the plot does take the inevitable turn by having Jackie hit a bottom and enter 

a rehabilitation program, the addiction discourse remains complex and challenging.  

What stands out is the depiction of Jackie’s withdrawal (4.02).  As mentioned in a note 

with regard to House’s dramatic detoxification, Boyd (2008) found that screen depictions 

of withdrawals commonly rely on hallucinations and suggest an extreme physical 

discomfort that is not reflective of most withdrawal experiences (p. 89).  Nurse Jackie 

                                                 

49
For this study, I watched all of the first season and the first four episodes of the fourth 

season.  I read episode recaps online for seasons two, three and the remainder of season 

four. 
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avoids this typical dramatic trapping.  Jackie is shown experiencing discomfort and some 

pain, but mostly she just appears uncomfortable, bored, and frustrated.  Similarly, much 

of the dialogue between Jackie and others at the rehabilitation center is refreshingly 

distinct from the formulaic recovery-speak so familiar to televised treatment narrative 

and, perhaps most interestingly, is conspicuously missing discussions of a disease.  Jackie 

remains sober—or at least is presented as sober—for one year.  However, according to 

episode descriptions, the final scene of the fifth season places her presumed sobriety in 

question when she is shown nonchalantly taking a pill moments before attending the 

ceremony to celebrate her one year anniversary.     

Entourage: Cocaine Abuse and Court-Ordered Treatment  

HBO’s Entourage (2004-2011) is a character-based comedy about a young movie 

star (Vincent Chase) and his group of childhood friends who live with him.  As discussed 

in chapter four, the program can easily be cited as offering a strong example of the 

normalization of marijuana use on television.
50

  Although the lifestyle of the characters is 

intentionally extraordinary in that they enjoy celebrity and wealth, it is also a show 

primarily about friendship and hence relies on relatively conventional moral story arcs.  

The primary characters are (for the most part) respectable.  However they participate in 

more than an average amount of partying, which generally involves alcohol and women.  

                                                 

50
As suggested earlier, the persistent and casual marijuana use by lead characters over 

several seasons with no serious consequences is one of the reasons I began to think 

seriously about a possible connection between the economic model of a television 

network and the ability to include more counter-hegemonic content with regard to drug 

narratives.  As a viewer of the series before undertaking the research project, I did not 

take notes for most of the episodes watched of the first six seasons (with the exception of 

5.05, which depicts the main characters using psilocybin mushrooms (commonly known 

as magic mushrooms) with no significant negative consequences (although in hindsight, 

Vince’s decision while under the effects of the drug to pursue a role in a movie that ends 

up being a career mistake could be regarded as a negative consequence of the drug use).    
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Marijuana use is more of a constant presence in their daily lifestyle (especially by Turtle, 

who could be described as the “stoner” among them).  But aside from a small amount of 

reliance on pot-head clichés and the occasional humorous mishap caused by marijuana 

use, the series has a markedly casual treatment of marijuana use.  In fact, marijuana use is 

so normalized that some of the depictions could easily be labeled socially irresponsible 

from a harm-reduction standpoint in that characters are frequently seen driving cars while 

high on marijuana (or even smoking while driving) with no negative consequences.   

However, the narrative regards cocaine use very differently during the seventh 

and eighth seasons.  Throughout the first six seasons there are several mentions or 

references to the fact that none of the main characters use cocaine or other “hard” drugs.  

At the start of the seventh season, Vincent has an accident while performing a stunt.  

Soon after, his friends recognize a slight change in his personality and a new tendency 

toward reckless behavior that is attributed to both the accident itself and his use of pills 

such as Vicodin to help with back pain (7.01-7.03).  When offered cocaine at a party, 

Vincent uncharacteristically accepts (7.05).  As with most downward spiral narratives, it 

is not long (a few episodes) before Vincent has what appears to be a serious problem with 

cocaine.  His cocaine use, while initially framed as a part of the broader behavioral 

changes (including dating a porn star), is soon presented as the reason for compiling bad 

choices and negative consequences.  In the last episode of season seven, Vincent hits an 

obvious and somewhat dramatic low when he moves into a hotel; crashes another 

celebrity’s party; and gets in a fist fight that leads to an arrest with a possession charge 

(7.10).  Vincent agrees to three months of treatment as part of his plea bargain.   
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Counter-hegemonic takes on recovery.  The eighth season begins with Vincent 

getting out of rehab.  Although the seventh season’s downward spiral narrative seems 

traditionally conservative, the broader narrative regarding Vincent’s recovery and certain 

aspects of the criminal justice system provides unique and even slightly subversive or 

counter-hegemonic drug discourse.  There is no denying that Vincent’s rehabilitation is 

framed as necessary and good for his character.  However, it is mentioned at least once 

by Vincent that he only agreed to go to treatment and rehabilitation because it was court-

ordered (8.01).  He respects its value and believes that the time in rehab was helpful for 

him, but he also questions having to accept the label of being an addict and the 

assumption that he will need to give up all drugs and alcohol (8.04). 

While at a Narcotics Anonymous meeting, Vincent bumps into a producer with 

whom he had a negative past working relationship.  Vincent decides to forgive him for 

his past actions, feeling a connection with him on the grounds that they are both in 

recovery for cocaine problems.  After agreeing to work together on television project, 

Vincent arrives at the producer’s home for a meeting and finds him high on cocaine.  

Despite inappropriate and rude behavior by the producer, Vincent explains to his friend 

that he feels obligated to stay and try to help as a form of stand-by-your-fellow-addict 

camaraderie.  After further embarrassing himself, the producer sequesters himself in the 

bathroom where he does several more lines of cocaine, and then shoots himself in the 

head.   

The extremity of the producer’s negative consequences narrative in comparison to 

Vincent’s far less dramatic problems add to the complexity of discourse regarding 

assumptions about the nature of addiction.  An interesting exchange of dialogue between 
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Vincent and his agent Ari comically interrogates the categorizing of different types of 

addicts.  Ari is upset when he first learns that Vincent made arrangements to work with 

the producer.  But Vincent defends the producer and reminds Ari that it was initially his 

idea to have the two work together in the past.   

Ari:    That’s before I knew what he was. 

Vincent:   Really, and what is he?  

Ari:   He’s an addict [referring to Ertz, the producer] 

Vincent:   And what am I? 

Ari:    You’re the good kind of addict.  You’re the I-got-messed-

up-with-the-wrong-girl-and-ended-up-on-a-blow-bender 

addict.  But Ertz, he’s the skeevy-old-man-who-got-caught-

with-a-crack-pipe-and-the-seventeen-year-old-from-Speed-

Racer addict.  (8.03) 

The exchange reinforces a distinction between stigmatized/worthless 

addicts/junkies and the more complex, humanized depictions of primary characters who 

are understood to have a medical/mental health problem and be in need of help.  

However, the distinction also suggests that a person might go through a period of abusive 

behavior with drugs and/or alcohol without necessarily becoming a full-fledged addict.   

Questioning total abstinence and a critical view of court-ordered monitoring. 

Later, Vincent questions his own understanding of the definition of addiction in 

relationship to his own use and behavior.  Because Vincent is present when the producer 

commits suicide, and because there are drugs involved, Vincent’s parole officer requests 

a drug test.  Although Vincent appears to everyone (including the television audience) as 

sober and hence drug free at this time, he admits to his best friend/manager Eric that he 

smoked a few puffs of marijuana the previous week.  He explains that he did it as a 

means of proving to himself that he is not in fact an addict.  Since his treatment, Vincent 



  172 

appears to have adopted the label for himself.  Before his admission to Eric, there are at 

least two scenes that include the familiar “Hello, my name is Vince and I’m an addict” 

line (8.01, 8.03).  But after more than three months sober, Vincent questions the label and 

wonders whether he needs to completely abstain from any and all substances (8.04). 

I smoked a joint last week.  I needed to do it.  I’ve been in rehab, and a lot 

of it was good.  But a lot of it was them telling me you’re an addict and 

you can never ever do this or that ever again.  And I know how this is 

gonna sound, I don’t think I’m an addict.  And I needed to prove it to 

myself and I did.  I took a couple puffs.  None of you even knew about it 

and I haven’t even thought about it since.  I don’t think an addict can do 

that.  (8.04) 

His overt questioning of the distinction between addiction and abusive or 

problematic drug use is somewhat unusual. 

The fact that Vincent is required to take a drug test leads to a storyline that further 

subverts conservative assumptions that criminal drug policies are in the interest of 

addicts.  After much debate as to what is the right thing to do, Vincent is able to avoid 

criminal penalties by surreptitious means (he uses a prosthetic penis and someone else’s 

urine in order to provide a sample while being watched by an officer).  It is unusual for a 

primary character (who is generally regarded as a moral and law abiding citizen) to 

willfully subvert the law (and get away with it) as Vincent does. 

His recovery is referred to only a few times over the next few episodes of the 

series.  When he falls deeply in love with a woman and decides to marry her after only 

one official date, he insists to his friends that he is sober (8.10).  However, somewhat 

significantly, Vincent is seen earlier opening a beer with his friends to enjoy a celebratory 

toast after an important movie deal is finalized (8.09).  His friends seem to accept his 

action without question.  In the same episode, he casually mentions that he will be 

meeting his soon-to-be fiancé “for a drink.”  
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It is worth noting that both these somewhat critical perspectives—questioning 

absolute sobriety as a necessary condition of recovery and challenging the authority of 

the state to monitor one’s sobriety—are conditioned by a hard drug/soft drug distinction. 

The storyline does not include a depiction of Vincent testing himself with occasional, 

non-abusive use of cocaine but rather marijuana (and later alcohol).  Hence, there is still 

an inherent “bad” assigned to certain drugs, including cocaine.  It is also worth 

wondering whether the comedy’s narrative would have allowed a protagonist to break the 

law and cheat the drug test without consequences if it were to hide a resumed problematic 

cocaine habit (or even one-time use of cocaine).  

Friday Night Lights: Socio-economic Disadvantage and Drug-Related Problems 

Friday Night Lights (NBC, The 101 Network; 2006-2010) is a critically 

acclaimed serial drama about a small town in Texas with a successful and popular high 

school football team.  (The series actually has an unusual history form a political 

economy standpoint. After two seasons, the series was on the verge of cancelation 

because ratings were not strong.  It was renewed, but as part of an unprecedented deal 

between NBC and DirectTV that allowed the show to air exclusively for DirectTV 

subscribers for several months before airing later on NBC [Stelter, 2008].) At the start of 

the fourth season, the series takes on an altered setting framed by the newly re-opened 

East Dillon High, which is formed after the Texas town undergoes a re-districting that 

results in two competing high schools divided primarily by class and race.
51

   

                                                 

51
The fourth of Friday Night Lights’ five seasons is sometimes regarded as starting an 

almost second generation of the show, as many of the original characters graduate and/or 

move on, and many new characters are introduced.  I have only watched seasons four and 

five.   
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The series provides a relatively unusual addiction narrative during the fourth (and 

fifth) seasons when the mother of one of the lead characters is depicted as struggling with 

drugs.  The narrative frame is somewhat distinct in part because it is one of a limited 

number of television dramas that features primary characters who are socio-economically 

disadvantaged.  Unlike the more familiar backdrop of wealth and privilege that dominates 

serial dramas, the setting provides an opportunity for less-commonly addressed 

perspectives regarding the cyclical relationship between drugs and socio-economic 

disadvantage.   

Vince Howard, a sixteen year-old African American, is a rising young star player 

on the East Dillon Lions football team.
52

  After Vince misses a few practices, Coach 

Taylor goes to his home to talk with him or his parents (4.02).  An audio track that 

includes deep bass rap music, police sirens in the background, and the voice of a woman 

seen talking on a payphone saying “for real?” accompanies a shot of Coach Taylor 

parking by the apartment complex where Vince and his mother live, clearly coding it as a 

poor neighborhood.  It is obvious that Vince lives in a world largely unfamiliar to Coach 

Taylor.
53

  Vince’s mother Regina is introduced in a manner that is meant to identify her 

as a drug addict.  She opens the door looking strung-out, with eyes drooping, slurred 

                                                 

52
Vince is first introduced to the show wearing a gold chain and no shirt, running from 

the police (4.01).  He is caught and presumably arrested.  Believing that deep-down 

Vince is probably a good kid who has suffered from a difficult circumstances, a local 

police officer brings Vince to meet Coach Taylor.  Mentioning some sort of “cops and 

jocks” second-chance program, the officer hopes that the football team can help keep 

Vince from succumbing to a criminal lifestyle. 

53
One online reviewer noted:  “For the first time in FNL’s run, the Coach [is] in over his 

head.  He did not lose teenage friends to drug abuse, poverty, and gunfire… Helping 

Vince Howard free himself from a cycle of violence and hopelessness is a challenge 

bigger than any state championship” (Wilkerson, 2010). The comment also speaks to the 

dramatic shift of setting that occurs in the fourth season after the re-districting.   
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speech, and disheveled hair.  She acts annoyed by the coach’s visit and is resistant to help 

him, commenting, “ain’t no laws about missing practice.”  After Coach Taylor insists he 

wants to help her son, she asks for 20 bucks.  He reluctantly gives her some money and 

she tells him where he can find Vince.   

A scene a few episodes later builds on the depiction of Regina as failing in her 

responsibility as a parent.  Vince is shown waking up one morning discovering that the 

electricity has been turned off (4.05).  He looks in the refrigerator, but there is not much 

in it.  Calling out for his mom, he realizes that she is not in the apartment.  He steps 

outside of the apartment and spots his mother passed out on a bench in the outdoor 

hallway of the building and then carries her back into the apartment.
54

 

However, the next episode paints a more forgiving view of Regina (4.06).   

Despite having already been introduced in a fairly stigmatizing manner, she is shown to 

be a supportive mother.  She is proud of her son and wants to do right by him.  She 

watches her son’s football game and behaves appropriately at the game.  Of course, the 

implication is that she is sober at these times.  The episode further strengthens the 

suggestion that Regina is a strong woman and good mother who happens to have a 

weakness that she struggles to manage.  Dressed conservatively and with her hair combed 

straight (the “tell” for sober in her case), Regina visits Coach Taylor at the school.  She 

acknowledges that she has had a problem but that she’s “working on it.”  These scenes, 

which depict Regina as a good mother, offer a challenge to the more familiar demonized 

maternal drug users.   

                                                 

54
A later scene in the same episode shows Vince with two criminal-type acquaintances 

being taught how to steal cars.  Together, the scenes provide a somewhat romantically 

tragic foundation for his character development. 
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However, as discussed in the previous chapter, Regina’s apparent sobriety does 

not last long as she is found passed out from an overdose a few episodes later (4.10).   

But because they are economically disadvantaged, the overdose provides an opportunity 

for the inclusion of less-frequently encountered discourse regarding access to treatment.  

Although many recovery narratives hint at the high cost of private rehabilitation facilities, 

rarely is there such frank dialogue about waitlists, lack of resources and funding, and 

other barriers to treatment.  As a nurse explains to Vince, his mother would not be able to 

get into a publicly-funded rehabilitation facility for at least three months and a private 

facility might cost roughly ten thousand dollars.
55

     

After her release from treatment, Regina is depicted in a way that further restores 

her dignity.  She remains sober for the duration of the series (although it is clear that this 

is not always easy).  However, while Vince eventually sees a happy end at the conclusion 

of the series (which are due primarily to his football talents), he struggles throughout to 

avoid criminal activity.  His environment and narrative trajectory continue to provide the 

opportunity for less commonly found perspectives, especially during the fifth season 

when his father, a former drug dealer, returns home after being in prison for drug-related 

crimes.  But while the drug-using mother can be redeemed, Vince’s father does not fare 

                                                 

55
Believing that he has no other choice, Vince decides to work for some criminal 

neighborhood acquaintances (who engage in violent acts and presumably are involved 

with the drug trade) in order to pay for his mother to enter a private facility.  Earlier in the 

season, Vince is shown to have a difficult time acquiring a legitimate job because of his 

arrest records (scenes of him filling out job applications and reading the question about 

past arrests show his distress).  However, Vince does get a real job.  Vince asks his boss 

with whom he has developed a relationship for a loan to pay for his mother’s rehab.  It is 

only after his boss turns down his request that Vince turns to his criminal acquaintances 

for the money. 
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as well in the narrative.  As will be clear in the next chapter, drug dealers in general 

suffer more in television narratives.      

Patterns of Addiction Discourse across Platforms 

Unlike the preceding chapter, which includes discussions of narratives primarily 

from the broadcast sample, examples of the various addiction discourses discussed in this 

chapter come from all three platforms of television.  However, the distribution is not 

evenly balanced; there are definitive patterns in terms of where certain addiction 

discourses are more apt to be found.  With regard to addiction discourses specifically, 

many programs from the broadcast sample rely heavily on stigmatizing criminal addict 

discourse especially among crime procedurals.  However, addiction-as-disease discourse 

is dominant among broadcast dramas that feature downward spiral and negative 

consequences narratives.  Critical addiction perspectives are far less common among 

broadcast programs, although there are a few notable examples including Harry’s Law 

(NBC) and House (Fox). 

As already suggested, basic cable dominates in terms of depictions of addiction as 

a disease (Intervention, A&E; The Cleaner, A&E; Celebrity Rehab, VH1).  However, 

there are also many extremely stigmatizing examples to be found on basic cable as well 

(Breaking Bad, AMC; The Cleaner, Sons of Anarchy, FX).  While there are no strong 

examples of critical addiction discourse on basic cable, there are plenty of hints at critical 

perspectives scattered within the more discursively complex programs (Breaking Bad; 

Intervention; The Cleaner). 

Premium subscription networks no doubt rely on the two most common forms of 

addiction discourse as they are deeply embedded with how substance dependence is 
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culturally understood.  However, there are less overt examples of this type of status quo- 

affirming discourse within the sample of premium subscription cable programs.  Rather, 

what stands out is the prevalence of critical and questioning discourse that is present—

from the mocking downward spiral to addiction on Weeds (Showtime) to the alternative 

and critical addiction perspectives on Entourage (HBO), Nurse Jackie (Showtime), and 

The Wire (HBO).  
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CHAPTER 6 

THE DRUG TRADE AND THE WAR ON DRUGS 

By and large, drug dealers on television are the bad guys and police and law 

enforcement are the good guys.  The previous chapter discussed ways in which 

individuals with drug dependence problems are often stigmatized—both in the real world 

and on television.  However, even while being portrayed negatively, drug users and 

addicts are often treated sympathetically by the narrative.  As the Lear Center report 

indicated, drug users are rarely arrested on television, especially in comparison to actual 

arrest numbers (Blakely & Nahm, 2011).  Aside from misrepresenting the reality that the 

vast majority of drug arrests in this country are for possession and not the sale or 

manufacture of drugs, the lack of legal punishment for drug users is consistent with a 

pattern of representing drug users as characters who can be morally redeemed.  However, 

drug dealer characters
56

 are rarely afforded the same sympathy.  Although there are many 

morally ambiguous drug dealer characters, especially in programs that are primarily 

about the drug trade, the dominant representation of drug dealers is that they are 

reprehensible, often non-redeemable, and generally not deserving of civil rights.  

Accordingly, the narrative is often structured so that the drug dealer character is (or at 

least should be) punished.  In my previous content analysis study, I found that something 

negative happened to 29 out of 32 drug dealer characters (Flener, 2004).  For most, this 

meant arrest; for some, death.   

                                                 

56
I find it easier to write drug dealer characters, but what I really mean by this is any 

character involved with the drug trade.  The character might not be an actual drug seller 

but perhaps a manufacturer or hired muscle.   



  180 

Just as drug dealers are fairly consistently “bad guys,” even when morally 

complex or ambiguous, agents of law enforcement and the criminal justice system are 

almost always constructed as the “good guys,” even when also morally complex or 

ambiguous.  This is not surprising given genre constraints and that most of the 

representations are in programs that revolve around law enforcement efforts.  Police are 

often lead characters whereas the drug dealers are usually supporting characters 

introduced in relation to a crime.  Not surprisingly, many of the exceptions to this binary 

distinction are found on programs that feature drug dealers as lead characters (e.g., 

Breaking Bad, The Wire, and Weeds).   

This chapter examines how this moral opposition is constructed and reaffirmed 

through a variety of television programs.  While the dominant good guys vs. bad guys 

narrative (and us vs. them discourse) helps strengthen the assumption that the war on 

drugs is moral, there are several complex and nuanced narratives that offer potential 

disruptions within this ideological position.  Part two of the chapter includes a closer 

analysis of five programs that are predominantly about the drug trade and policing the 

war on drugs.  The two reality programs considered, DEA and Gangland (both on basic 

cable), provide dense examples of us vs. discourse that naturalizes status quo assumptions 

about the evil of both drugs and drug dealers.  Breaking Bad, The Wire, and Weeds, all 

scripted dramas that revolve around the drug trade, offer far more complex narratives and 

operate on several discursive levels with regard to drug policy.    

PART I 
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Representing Bad Guys and Good Guys 

Drug Dealers are Mostly Bad Guys 

Drug dealers frequently get what is framed as their due: arrest or death.  If not, the 

suggestion might be that they got away because the system failed.  Even then, those 

“lucky” drug dealers are frequently presented as destined to lose eventually.  When a 

drug dealer who was incidentally involved with a murder avoids arrest at the end of a 

CSI: New York episode (1.20), the lead investigator boasts that the dealer will get what’s 

due him (i.e., killed) because other guys further up in the hierarchy of dealers will want 

revenge for the disruption to the supply chain.  Hence, the violence that exists because of 

the black market economy can be understood as less troubling when most of the victims 

of the violence are framed as somehow deserving.  As commented by an agent in an 

episode of CSI: Miami, “a dope dealer shot a dope dealer.  Come on, it’s a victimless 

crime” (4.10).  Just as addicts are frequently depicted as not entirely worthy of their civil 

rights, drug dealers are often portrayed as not even worthy of basic human rights.  And 

the violence of the drug trade is most commonly framed as the result of violent 

individuals and not the nature of a black market economy.   

An apt example of discourse that affirms the moral reprehensibility of drug 

dealers comes from the episode of Grey’s Anatomy (4.02) that was discussed briefly in 

the previous chapter with regard to its depiction of a methamphetamine addict.  Several 

patients are brought to the hospital after an explosion in an apartment.  Among those 

injured is a toddler.  A screen of the little boy’s blood reveals methamphetamines, which 

leads the doctors to correctly infer that the explosion occurred while the parents were 

manufacturing meth in the kitchen.  Doctor Karev, a cocky alpha-male character, is 
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immediately consumed by hatred for the toddler’s parents.  He orders a nurse to “not 

leave that man [the father] alone with the child.”  Karev is visibly frustrated when told 

that he needs to wait for the police and that social services will handle the situation.  

Unable to contain his disgust, Karev loses his temper with the father and says that the 

child cannot stop crying because he is “in withdrawal from crystal meth, you son of a 

bitch.”  

The father attempts to defend himself arguing that he loves his family, does not 

use drugs, and was only manufacturing meth to support his family (“we were broke”).  

But the doctor is unmoved and tells the man “Well, now you can love your family from 

jail.”  After an ordeal that follows when the father tries to evade arrest by fleeing with his 

son, Karev is later reprimanded by his superior who calls him a fool for “getting in the 

face of a drug dealer.” 

What is interesting about this example of the vilification of a drug dealer 

character is that it occurs within the context of a medical drama and the greatest source of 

venom comes from a doctor.  As was noted in the previous chapter, doctors are often 

portrayed as sympathetic to drug users and addicts.   Disgust is also evident in the 

operating room when the medical team realizes that the mother currently undergoing 

surgery is guilty not only of manufacturing meth, but of doing so in the home with her 

small child.  This is similar to the vilification commonly reserved for maternal drug users 

(e.g., Wendy in Sons of Anarchy; Spooge’s Woman in Breaking Bad [2.06]; or see Boyd, 

2009, pp. 158-177).  The lead surgeon comments sarcastically, “Ah, yes, the joys of 

surgeondom.  Saving lives for those who deserve it most.”  It is as though in the doctor’s 

mind, saving the woman is akin to saving a child abuser.   



  183 

Drugs are bad, but drug dealers are really bad: lessons from teen dramas.  

As discussed in depth in chapter four, television dramas geared toward a teen or young 

adult audience often feature cautionary tales regarding the negative consequences of drug 

use.  Within these storylines, drug dealer characters are often present and occasionally 

become a part of the narrative.  In the 1990’s Beverly Hills, 90210, David, Kelly, and 

Dylan all had encounters with their respective drug dealers.  While David’s 

methamphetamine dealer was relatively benign and non-threatening, he did—literally—

run and leave David holding the bag.  Kelly and Dylan both faced more malicious drug 

dealers.  Kelly was almost raped by a drug dealer.
57

  Dylan’s heroin dealer first fulfills 

the myth of the sinister drug dealer who provides free samples in order to lure victims 

into addiction.  He later appears as a Satanic caricature in Dylan’s near-death 

hallucinatory dreams during which Dylan battles for his soul and grapples with good and 

evil.  The drug dealer is synonymous with evil in this battle.   

Although drug dealers on teen dramas are usually minor characters who are not 

deeply developed, there are a few storylines that revolve around a drug dealer as a 

significant character.  The CW’s recent spin-off series 90210 provides an interesting 

example within a storyline during the second season in which Annie, one of the lead 

characters, starts dating Jasper, an outcast who also happens to sell drugs.  When Jasper is 

first introduced as a character, it is clear that he is an outsider and does not have many 

friends; but whether he is deserving of his ostracization or simply misunderstood is 

ambiguous.  Annie’s brother Dixon comments that Jasper “seems a little sketchy” (to 

                                                 

57
Kelly is not the only female lead in a television drama to encounter a would-be rapist or 

rapist-type drug dealer.  On the second season of One Tree Hill, Peyton is sexually and 

physically threatened by the man who pressured her to use cocaine (2.05); and on Gossip 

Girl, Jenny dates a “bad guy” drug dealer/would-be statutory rapist (3.15).   
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which Annie quips back, “well at least he doesn’t hang out with the judgmental 

lemmings”) (2.07).  

The audience and some of the characters know that Jasper sells drugs before 

Annie does.  Not only does Jasper sell drugs at the high school, he ends up selling drugs 

to Adrianna, one of the principal characters who is in recovery at the start of the season 

and seen celebrating 6-months of sobriety at a group meeting in the same episode that 

Jasper and Annie start to date (2.05).  Adrianna’s boyfriend Navid is filled with rage and 

disgust toward Jasper when he learns that Jasper is a drug dealer and suspects that he may 

be selling drugs to Adrianna.  Navid frequently refers to Jasper as a “scumbag” and 

“dirtbag” (2.09) and makes it clear to all that he hates Jasper.  Dixon refers to him as 

“that freak” (2.10).   But what is troubling is that, while the audience is privilege to 

information about Jasper’s actions and behavior that help characterize him as disturbed 

(or no good), Navid and the other students form their negative impressions based almost 

entirely on the fact that Jasper sells drugs.  While their opinions are no doubt 

strengthened by Jasper’s non-conformist dress and disposition, the fact that he is a dealer 

is synonymous with bad guy to these primary characters. 

Despite any initial ambiguity about his moral character, Jasper is quickly revealed 

to be not only a drug dealer but also somewhat sinister.  He develops an unhealthy 

obsession with Annie, which becomes stalker-like after she ends the relationship.   He 

steals a car, slashes the tires of Annie’s date, and commits other criminal and 

occasionally violent acts.  When Jasper feels threatened by Navid, he (somewhat 

impulsively) pushes him while at the top of a staircase, which causes Navid to tumble 
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down and end up in the hospital (conveniently without a clear memory of what preceded 

his fall) (2.10-2.11).    

Navid initially learns that Jasper sells drugs earlier in the season from one of the 

reporters at The Blaze, the school’s television news program that Navid runs.  The 

reporter, Lila, happens to be researching a story about a recent overdose at a nearby 

school (which serves as a convenient vehicle for the writers to strengthen the just-say-no 

message by reminding viewers of the ultimate negative consequence of drug use).  Lila 

informs Navid:  

I have this ex-friend, Jenny, she used to play soccer; was going to be the 

next Mia Hamm.  Anyhow, now she’s a total junkie.  Strung out, screwed 

up, the whole delightful package.  And guess who her dealer is?  (2.08) 

Of course, not only does this little tale add to the downward spiral narrative and 

negative consequences discourse, it also implicates drug dealers as guilty of ruining lives, 

which further vilifies Jasper.  Despite Adrianna’s depression over her break-up with 

Navid as a possible reason for her breaking her sobriety, because she purchases drugs 

from Jasper, he is framed as responsible for her return to using drugs.   

This example of the narrative framing an (almost always female) addict as the 

victim of an evil drug supplier is not atypical.  The sample included a few examples of a 

male friend defending the honor or a female drug user by physically attacking (i.e., 

punching) the supplier.  During the first season, Navid punches one of her earlier 

(relatively nameless) dealers (1.18). (Still in a rehab at the time, Adrianna is presented as 

especially vulnerable to being “victimized” by a drug dealer.) 

In the episode of One Tree Hill previously discussed in which Rachel suffers a 

heroin overdose (5.10), Jake (her irresponsible “hero”) displays further aggressive 

behavior (that is similarly presented as justified) against her presumed drug dealer.  When 
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a man knocks on the apartment door looking for Rachel soon after her recovery, Jake, 

viewing the visitor through a peephole, immediately and instinctively recognizes the man 

as her likely dealer or someone responsible for her drug use (and therefore, overdose).  

Before opening the door, Jake takes off his shirt, messes up his hair, and fakes shivering 

in order to play the role of a drug-addict acquaintance of Rachel.  When the visitor enters 

the apartment, Jake physically attacks him, finds drugs in his pocket, and then throws him 

out, issuing a warning to stay away.  Of course, Jake’s guess that the visitor is Rachel’s 

drug supplier proves correct when he yells back, “Hey that bitch owes me a lot of 

money.”   

Dealers implicated as murderers when high purity leads to fatal overdose.  

Long before I began conducting formal research that considers discourse regarding drug 

dealers, a familiar narrative would often jump out at me.  This is when a drug seller is 

either framed by dialogue as responsible for murder or arrested when a drug user dies 

from an overdose after consuming an illegal drug (almost always heroin) with an 

unusually high purity level in comparison to what is usually found “on the street.”  The 

fact that prohibition policy has created a market in which illicit drugs are unregulated and 
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sold without labeling of drug amount or dosage is virtually never addressed.  Instead, 

accusations of murder are presented as further evidence of the evil of drug dealers.
58

  

An early episode of CSI (2.16) is based on this logical fallacy.  After a musician is 

found dead from a heroin overdose, suspicious details and circumstances regarding the 

death lead to a full investigation.  A lab technician determines that the heroin used was 

unusually pure in comparison to what is typically available.  An investigator comments 

that it is purer than a dealer with any business sense would sell.  Hence, the drug purity 

becomes a reason to find the person who provided the heroin.  Ultimately, investigators 

track the heroin sale to a bartender who is dealing on the side.  He is then arrested, 

although, oddly, it is unclear with what crime he is being charged.  The implication is that 

he is guilty of murder (even if only arrested for drug dealing), especially given that the 

CSI team are generally in the business of solving murders.  However, there is no other 

evidence or explanation provided by the narrative that suggests the bartender even knew 

the musician, much less had a motive to kill him.  Investigators conclude that the 

musician died because the heroin he used was 91% pure in comparison to the 60% purity 

of what the lab technician asserts is typical for “good stuff.”  While the narrative implies 

                                                 

58
A simple cursory search of newspapers suggests that recently there have been at least a 

few instances in which a drug dealer has been charged with manslaughter for an overdose 

in the real world.  From reading a few articles, it appears as though these are relatively 

unusual and mostly recent cases.  However, I also noted many comments and online 

opinion pieces suggesting that the idea has some support.  In two of the four instances I 

discovered from my preliminary search, the drug in question was a pharmaceutical drug, 

Fentanyl (“Arnold sentenced,” 2009) and Oxycodone (Lonon, 2012).  In one case, the 

drug was heroin (Breslow, 2012) and in one case methadone (“Hunter, dealer,” 2009).  

None of these cases, however, are based on an unusually high purity.  Without knowing 

the details of the cases, I cannot speculate about what other contributing factors lead to 

these charges.  I also found that this is an issue that has been considered by the courts, at 

least by the California Supreme Court, which “sharply restricted the use of murder 

charges against drug dealers” (Carlsen, 1989, A13).  (I have not followed this finding 

with a legal search for any other possible cases or legal decisions.)  
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that this is the doing of a bad guy who should be arrested, the significant role that 

prohibition policies play in this type of accidental death are denied.   

Similarly, on CSI: New York (1.20), a young college student accidently obtains a 

large stash of what turns out to be extremely pure heroin.  Unfamiliar with drugs, she 

believes it to be cocaine and sells it to a few other students as that.  One student dies and 

a second ends up hospitalized from a heroin overdose. At the start of the episode, the 

woman’s roommate is murdered by the people looking to get the heroin back.  Yet the 

young woman who found and then sold the drugs is clearly identified as the villain in the 

narrative.  While her role in the first overdose death might be regarded as a simple (if 

foolish) mistake, the fact that she does not reveal to the police who else she sold to so that 

others could be warned implicates her as fully responsible for the second overdose.  

Fortunately, detectives figure out who else bought the drugs just in time to dramatically 

save the second student after she has passed out from an overdose.   

The young woman is referred to by an agent as “Buffy the friend slayer.”  She is 

regarded as spoiled, greedy, and evil.  Because she says nothing to the police while under 

the advice of her lawyer, the lawyer is also regarded as a problem.  A fan review of the 

episode on TV.com summarizes the narrative’s construction of the young woman well, 

while applying an interesting perspective on the practice of cutting a drug to reduce the 

purity. 

What make this episode really interesting is that it clearly defines the true 

villain of the story. Oddly enough, the drug-dealing, kid-beating [and 

killing] punk isn’t the one being called a monster, but it is rather the 

spoiled rich kid that is left holding the bag, so to speak, for this one. I’d 

have to agree - the drug dealer would have cut the drugs and would have 

sold to people who knew what they were buying. Still putting poison out 

onto the streets, but in a much less dangerous fashion than the girl who 

unwittingly sells almost pure heroin. (“starlightbright,” 2006) 
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To this fan (and perhaps many others who regard drug dealers as murderers if 

they sell drugs of unusually high purity), cutting drugs with various substances provides a 

form of public service by making the drugs “less dangerous.”  In reality, however, often 

the substances with which a drug is cut can cause more harm than the drug itself.  From a 

harm reduction standpoint, drugs are safest when unadulterated and the type and amount 

of drug is known.   

Us vs. Them: Crime Solvers and Foreign Drug Dealers 

In their visual content analysis of television news coverage of illicit drug stories 

from 1990, Jernigan and Dorfman (1998) found two different types of an “us against 

them” frame to be dominant.  While many of the news stories framed “them” as being 

primarily African American drug dealers, there was also substantial coverage of 

international War on Drugs policing efforts that constructed a broader “us against 

foreigners” frame.  In my own study, foreign drug dealers (almost always from south of 

our border) are commonly depicted as super villainous.  Breaking Bad, discussed later in 

this chapter, provides some of the most colorful examples, while Weeds, also discussed 

later, offers the most notable challenges to this pattern.  The documentary series 

Gangland contributes to this discourse as well, although my analysis of the program 

included later in the chapter addresses primarily narratives within a domestic us vs. them 

frame.  Among the broadcast sample, both NCIS and CSI: Miami include extended 

storylines in which the program’s lead male investigator engages in a personal battle with 

a cartel leader.   

CSI: Miami and NCIS.  While crime procedurals generally rely on episodic 

storylines about crimes that involve outsiders, occasionally the crime and investigation 
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become personal for principal characters and warrant more story time.  On CSI: Miami, 

there are at least a few episodes during the fourth season in which the crimes investigated 

either directly or tangentially are connected to the Mala Noche, a Brazilian-based cartel 

involved in the illegal weapons (and drugs) trade (4.01, 4.13, 4.24).
59

  Through the course 

of these encounters between the Mala Noche and the Miami police, lead CSI investigator 

Lieutenant Horatio Caine is targeted by cartel leader Antonio Riaz, who promises to 

destroy everything Caine cares about.  Riaz follows through with his threat and has 

Caine’s bride assassinated at their wedding (4.24).  Although Riaz is caught and arrested 

in the next episode, he is (for dubious reasons) returned to Brazil to face trial there (4.25).   

The fifth season begins with Caine getting word that Riaz is to be released from 

prison on a technicality (that is presented as the result of government corruption).  So 

Caine and Eric Delko, a CSI detective who is also the brother of Caine’s deceased wife, 

go to Brazil on an unofficial trip essentially seeking revenge (5.01).  After an 

unsuccessful attempt at preventing Riaz’s release, Caine confronts his arch enemy on a 

crowded city street and promises justice.  Caine then tries to track down his own brother, 

Raymond, who not only lives in Brazil but also happens to be involved with the drugs 

trade and has had dealings with Riaz.  Caine finds his brother strung upside-down and 

severely beaten.  Raymond is alive just long enough to name Riaz as responsible, and to 

ask Caine to protect his teenage son, Ray Jr., before dramatically dying in Caine’s arms.  

                                                 

59
It is possible that the Mala Noche is depicted in other episodes (and perhaps earlier 

seasons).  As a non-regular viewer of the series, I watched primarily episodes identified 

via key word searches.  Additionally, my notes from an earlier episode (4.01) suggest that 

the Mala Noche is (at least initially) identified as a gang involved in the illegal weapons 

trade that explicitly does not deal with drugs.  However, as it is later revealed that some 

of the members are in fact involved with the drug trade, the organization is later referred 

to as a drug cartel (5.01).     
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As several critical fan reviews of the episode on TV.com suggest, depictions of 

Riaz, the Brazilian government, and the city of Rio can be read as offensive for their 

reliance on stereotypes and misrepresentations, including the fact that Riaz is shown 

speaking Spanish in Brazil, which is a Portuguese speaking country (“Fan episode,” n.d.).  

Although Riaz has ample opportunity to have Caine and Delko killed while they are in 

Rio, for some reason he waits to confront them on a picturesque helicopter landing pad 

armed with only two knives.  As a sarcastic fan reviewer notes, “Who cares if you need a 

free hand to balance your swings in a knife fight - you need to have two knives to drop 

one so the good guy can stab you with it, since you are still armed” (Groucho7si).  Riaz, 

already constructed as a super villain and dressed flamboyantly, acts crazed during the 

fight while exotic sounding music with tribal drums plays.  Caine fatally stabs Riaz just 

as Riaz plunges at him, conveniently allowing the revenge killing to be in self defense.  

Caine and Delko simply walk away from the heliport and Riaz’s body, and then 

somehow manage to leave the country without having to answer any questions or face 

any problems or repercussions. 

Although Riaz is presented as a super bad guy primarily because of his 

involvement with the murders of Caine’s wife and brother, his role as a drug dealer 

makes him all the more villainous.  After Riaz’s death, which occurs midway through the 

episode, Caine and Delko set out to save Ray Jr. (Caine’s nephew), who they discover is 

working as a drug mule for Riaz.  Back in Miami, CSI investigators discuss the “ticking 

time bomb” aspect of being a heroin mule with a visual depiction of what happens inside 

the body when a pellet bursts.  The team tracks Ray Jr. to a motel, but then arrive to 

discover that they are too late.  One of the other boys who had been traveling with Ray Jr. 
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is already dead.  A woman whose job is to escort the boys explains that after the boy got 

sick (presumably from a ruptured pellet), men came and killed him and cut him open to 

remove the drugs.  She explains that Ray Jr. and a third boy fled the motel while the men 

were there.   

Caine and Riaz’s Miami associate (a drug dealer on the receiving end of the 

heroin transport) both locate Ray Jr. at the same time.  This results in a standoff that 

allows Caine to kill one more sinister Latino drug dealer in the same episode.  The other 

boy who fled also gets sick and is rushed to the hospital where the pellets are removed 

via surgery.  The boy who was killed and gutted is presented as a victim of ruthless, evil 

drug dealers and not as a victim of the prohibition policies that create a demand for such 

an absurdly unsafe manner of transporting goods.   

NCIS also features an extended storyline that involves a complex (and somewhat 

convoluted) back-story that connects the show’s lead male character, Special Agent 

Leroy Jethro Gibbs, to the leader of a Mexican drug cartel (7.22-24, 8.01).  In this case, 

the head of the cartel is a femme fatale who seeks revenge on the show’s good guy 

because of something from the past.  While in Mexico, Gibbs is kidnapped by the 

Reynosa Cartel.  He is brought to the lavish home of its leader, Paloma Reynosa, a 

beautiful woman who is depicted as ruthless and calculating with comments such as “I 

am not opposed to killing or torture when it suits my needs.  That is part of my business” 

(7.24).  Despite this overt acknowledgement of the inevitable role of violence within a 

black market economy, the narrative, which relies on an over-simplified depiction of a 

family-run drug organization with an evil and vengeful leader, masks the vast political 

and economic complexities of the illicit drug trade and the drug war in Mexico.  As with 
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the parallel CSI: Miami narrative, the story arc bridges two seasons with the evil nemesis 

getting away at the end of earlier season (7.24), but then brought down and killed during 

the first episode of the next (8.01).     

Interestingly, the fact that both storylines are unusually long for the typically 

episodic genre parallels Jernigan and Dorfman’s findings.  

These stories tended to be longer and to air nearer to the beginning of the 

newscast than other illegal-drug stories.  Their prominence underscores 

this aspect of television’s framing of the War on Drugs: it is a foreign 

problem, a matter of the U.S. fighting valiantly, with reluctant foreign 

cooperation or none, against a scourge that originates outside its borders 

and seeks to infiltrate it everywhere. (Jernigan & Dorfman, 1998, p. 181)  

Their reading could be applied to several of the narratives watched for this study.  

Although neither the CSI: Miami nor the NCIS storyline is about fighting the War on 

Drugs per se, both narratives emphasize the ineffectiveness and lack of cooperation from 

foreign authorities and suggest that battles against evil foreign drug dealers are most 

effectively waged by heroic U.S. agents.   

Miami Vice.  The iconic 1980’s crime drama Miami Vice (NBC, 1984-1989) 

undoubtedly contributed to the “us against foreigners” narrative that was so dominant 

within the news coverage of the drug war during roughly the same time period.  While I 

watched only the first few episodes of the first season, the “pervasive racism” of the 

series noted by a few scholars (Rosaldo, 1988; Stratton, 2009, p. 206; Wang, 1988) was 

apparent.  Esteban Calderon, the Colombian drug kingpin who is the show’s first central 

villain, is introduced in the pilot episode in an overly-stylized manner suggesting that he 

could have served as a model for contemporary television depictions of evil Latino drug 

lords such as Riaz on CSI: Miami or Tucco and his cousins on Breaking Bad (discussed 

later in the chapter).  Rosaldo (1988) noted that “[s]tereotypic Latino figures—
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flamboyant, slimy, lazy, cowardly—pervade the episodes” of Miami Vice (p. 85).  

Reflecting on the series two decades after its end, Stratton (2009) argued that, “at a time 

when Americans were becoming more and more anxious about the world beyond the 

borders of the United States” (p. 213), Miami Vice helped “reassure white Americans that 

the United States would remain white and safe by identifying Hispanics and people from 

the Caribbean as being the predominant source of the drugs and guns that were the most 

obvious sign of a threat to American order” (p. 214). 

Wang’s (1988) analysis of Miami Vice’s use of discourse, written while the series 

was still airing, offers an even more critical interpretation of the relationship between the 

show’s depiction of foreign drug dealers and the racist fears that help justify hawkish 

foreign policies.  

[O]ne overtly unfortunate consequence of MIAMI VICE’s infatuation 

with the drug discourse is its labeling of the drug smugglers by race. This 

labeling reflects how the drug culture itself names drugs by their area of 

origin — Jamaican, Colombian, or Humboldt, for example… The show 

associated each group with a drug lifestyle: the Colombians with cocaine, 

the Jamaicans with reggae and marijuana, and the Haitians with voodoo 

and hallucinogens. Each group was made up of psychotic and violent 

brutes to be exterminated. The obvious, racist implications of these 

associations are especially malign when one considers the United States’ 

present foreign policy towards those Latin American states south of 

Miami’s border. For just as the show’s drug discourse does not solely 

reside among the drug smugglers themselves, their bloody fate does not so 

much signify the end of drugs, as the justifiable death of brown-skinned 

men. (Wang, 1988, pp. 14-15). 

Policing Narratives 

Many of the narratives regarding the drug trade and policing occur within police 

dramas and crime procedurals, a genre of television that has been shown to support a law-

and-order ideology that favors crime control policies and regards civil liberties and due 
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process as obstacles and problems to be overcome (Surrette, 1998).
60

  Because of the 

built-in structural narrative of the genre, the police (or the otherwise profiled criminal 

justice agents) are almost always presented as morally in the right.  Of course, there are 

notable exceptions and examples of moral complexity among law enforcement agents 

(from Hill Street Blues to Southland and The Shield).
61

  However, good guy vs. bad guy 

narratives dominate the genre and corruption, while often hinted at or suspected, is rarely 

depicted as actually happening.
62

 

Further, because drugs are generally presumed to be inherently evil, problems and 

tangential consequences that result from policing drug crimes are often presented as a 

necessary price to pay.  In his analysis of drug films, Viano (2002) noted that even when 

police act immorally or badly, the behavior is often framed as part of the broader good.   

The French Connection incidentally, is a good example of how in 

cop films, a large subgenre of the intoxicated screen, the evil of drugs is 

taken for granted: the spectacle of violent police activities, in which the 

                                                 

60
Crime control and due process are opposing models that underscore what the principal 

function of a criminal justice system should be.  The primary goal within the crime 

control model is that the system deter crime through punishment.  The due process model 

emphasizes the need for a judicial system that protects the rights of citizens (Surette, 

1998).  Herbert Packer, the legal scholar who constructed the models, used the metaphors 

of an “assembly-line conveyor belt” and an “obstacle course” to explain the crime control 

and due process models respectively (Packer, 1968, as cited by Roach, 1999, p. 677).   

61
Unfortunately, I did not watch The Shield (F/X, 2002-2008) or Southland (TNT 

[originally NBC], 2009 - present) for this study.  But I am familiar enough with the 

shows to know that they both include major storylines that involve police corruption.   

62
Having a “good guy” law enforcement agent suspected of illegal activity, corruption, or 

worse but then ultimately prove to be innocent does appear to be a pattern (although 

occasionally a side character  is shown to be guilty of corruption) (e.g., Miami Vice, 

1.02/3; NCIS, 1.03;  Bones, 1.06;  CSI: Miami, 4.10; and Traffic [miniseries, USA 

Network, 2004]).  
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law is broken repeatedly by the enforcers themselves, are offered to 

spectators without any explanation because, in fact, none is needed. The 

evil of drugs is supposedly so self-evident that Popeye Doyle’s brutality 

against derelict users in Harlem needed no softening, no explanation, in 

the same way that John Wayne’s ruthless killing of Native Americans in 

the 1940s and 1950s could go unquestioned: Bloodthirsty savages were 

the Indians, hopeless and dangerous psychopaths are the addicts, no 

questions asked. (Viano, p. 142) 

Of course, in this quote Viano is referring to the stigmatization of addicts as 

derelicts worthy of abuse, but his point with regard to inappropriate behavior of police 

being justified in the name of stopping drugs is relevant to many of the depictions of law 

enforcement agents fighting the drug war on television. 

Within this study, there are a few different types of policing narratives.  Among 

the crime procedural narratives already discussed with regard to representations of drug 

dealers and criminalized addicts, investigations are generally directed toward solving a 

violent crime that may or may not be drug-related.  Hence, many of these narratives are 

less about policing the war on drugs per se.  Even the two extended storylines involving 

foreign drug cartels discussed above (CSI: Miami and NCIS) are ultimately more about 

solving isolated murders and/or seeking revenge and are not technically about fighting 

the drug war.  With such narratives, it may be easier for the complex contradictions of 

policing a drug war to be overlooked or ignored.  However, The Wire (discussed in part 

two of the chapter) offers a stark contrast to this trend.  While most of the police activities 

and investigations on The Wire are also based primarily on homicides, there is direct 

acknowledgement and criticism of what it means to police a drug war.   
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Narratives involving the federal Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) provide the 

most literal depictions of policing the war on drugs and hence present a greater 

opportunity to reflect on some of the complexities.  Not surprisingly, the short-lived basic 

cable reality series simply titled DEA (discussed in part two of the chapter) provides the 

densest examples of pro-policing drug war discourse.  Additionally, both Breaking Bad 

and Weeds (both also discussed in part two of the chapter) include substantial narratives 

that involve DEA agents.  Perhaps expectedly given the difference in genre, these two 

scripted programs offer far more nuanced depictions of DEA operations that at least 

suggest some of the inherent contradictions and complexities of the agency’s purpose.   

The other side of policing.  While the vast majority of policing narratives build 

sympathy for law enforcement efforts and provide support for a crime control ideology, a 

few offer views of the other side.  Obviously programs that have drug dealers as primary 

characters are more prone to offer alternatives to the traditional good-guy-police/bad-

guy-dealer storyline.  Weeds provides the most literal example of a flipped policing 

narrative when it pits Peter, the DEA agent who Nancy dates, as the bad guy toward the 

end of the second season.  However, drug dealers are not the only ones who end up on the 

other side of drug war policing.  The reality is that the war on drugs (and its unequal 

enforcement) has created so much damage to certain socio-economically disadvantaged 

communities that in many neighborhoods the police are often viewed as the bad guys 

who destroy families, take away liberties, and send fathers to prison.   

Since the success of The Sopranos, audiences have had more opportunities to 

relate to and sympathize with morally complex characters who are fearful of being caught 

and arrested for criminal activities (a category that applies to many of the drug-dealing 
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primary characters on Breaking Bad, Weeds, and The Wire).  But, aside from depictions 

of criminals’ anxieties, television rarely provides a sense of what it is like to live on the 

other side of policing, in a fearful state, with the knowledge that at any time one could be 

stopped, searched, harassed, possibly arrested, and even incarcerate—even when not 

engaged in criminal activity—primarily because of how one looks or where one is.  In 

other words, rarely are there television narratives built around morally good characters 

harmed by the stress of living with the belief that the police are the bad guys.  The Wire 

builds on this problem as a foundational theme (discussed in the next part of the chapter).   

Friday Night Lights is one of the few other programs to provide a glimpse of this 

fear/ contempt (as experienced by non-criminals, members of a community, and 

otherwise moral characters).  As mentioned in chapter five’s discussion of his mother’s 

drug problems, Vince Howard often finds himself on the other side of the law.  While in 

some cases the young football player might be understood as responsible for the choices 

that put him in this position, he is largely framed as a victim of his circumstances.  This is 

the case when Vince agrees to participate in criminal activities in order to pay for his 

mother’s rehab (4.10).  But the issue is also addressed when Vince and one of his 

teammates (who does not have an arrest record) are stopped by the police while engaged 

in a physical fight (4.04).  It is made clear that the consequences can be far more 

damaging for Vince because of his past.
63

  Contempt for authority and the police 

specifically is evident in some of the scenes involving members of Vince’s community 

(most of whom are not actively engaged in criminal activity) (4.09).   

                                                 

63
The nature of his past arrests are not made clear, although it is suggested that they are 

for minor offenses (4.01).  There is no reason for me to believe that any of his past arrests 

were drug-related.  
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The narrative not only stresses that Vince has suffered as a consequence of having 

his father absent while growing up because he was serving time in prison for drug-related 

offenses, it also suggests that Vince’s situation is not unique.  In a dinner scene with 

extended friends and families, a young boy whose own father is in prison asks Vince 

what it is like to have your dad back home.  The moment poignantly illustrates the fact 

that children are frequently the victims of a system that incarcerates so many parents 

from certain communities (5.04).  Of course, such images are rare for television in part 

because to be present there needs to be depictions of disadvantaged groups already 

seriously underrepresented on television.  However, as mentioned previously, Vince’s 

father, who can also be understood as living on the other side of policing, receives a less 

sympathetic treatment and is shown to be greedy, selfish, and, despite earlier suggestions, 

is ultimately framed as not genuinely concerned with his son’s welfare. 

PART II  

Dense and Complex Policing and Drug Trade Narratives 

The five programs discussed in this section are: DEA (SpikeTV, 2008-2009); 

Gangland (History, 2007-2010); Breaking Bad (AMC, 2008-2013); Weeds (Showtime, 

2005-2012); and The Wire (HBO, 2002-2008).   

DEA: Reality-Based Policing and Pro-Drug War Discourse 

SpikeTV, a basic cable channel owned by Viacom that markets itself as a network 

for young men, recently produced two seasons of a reality television program called DEA 

(2008-2009) that followed task forces for the United States’ Drug Enforcement Agency 

in Detroit, Michigan, and Newark, New Jersey.  The series is in many ways influenced by 

and similar to the long-running program Cops (Fox, 1989-present), which was the 
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original television reality program to depict policing the war on drugs.  In reference to 

that program, Andersen (1994) noted:  

They air nightly in order to affirm that public funds are being spent in the 

most productive ways to rid the streets of drugs and crime.  They serve to 

confirm the essential rightness of police actions taken in inner-city 

communities, including the use of excessive force and questionable 

search-and-seizure tactics. But most of all, they define drugs and dealers 

as the sole causes of crime, obscuring much deeper social, economic, and 

political failures.  (Andersen, 1994, p. 9) 

However, DEA varies from the Cops formula in that, like many more recent 

workplace-based reality programs, it focuses on a single team of agents for an entire 

season.  It also resembles pro-military documentaries and news segments that rely on 

embedded reporting.   

The four episodes I watched for the study each focused primarily on one or two 

major cases, often following different stages of the case, and sometimes included one or 

two smaller cases.
 
 As a reality television series, it is in many ways distinct from the 

comparable scripted narratives that involve police and DEA agents (e.g., Weeds and 

Breaking Bad).  However, aside from being notably rich in examples of the type of 

rhetoric routinely used to bolster the status quo nature of drug prohibition and the 

assumed moral authority of the police, the ideologically-laden discourse of DEA in many 

ways mirrors that found in scripted television.  As New York Times critic Neil Genzlinger 

noted, the participants were well prepared to discuss their role in the drug war, thanks in 

part to the ready dialogue provided by television dramas.  

Every time one of these agents opens his mouth, you can more or less 

guess what’s going to come out, because when enough ordinary, TV-

watching people become TV stars themselves, the clichés of script writing 

and the mundanities of daily conversation merge. (Genzlinger, 2008, p. 

E2) 
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As such, the episodes are dense with quotable examples of how policing the war 

on drugs is framed as a moral necessity. 

Bad guys and brave soldiers. Although drug dealers are frequently referred to as 

“bad guys” in scripted narratives, agents on DEA use the term as a nearly official name 

for individuals whom they target and arrest, such as “we don’t want to let the bad guys be 

in control, because that’s when people get hurt” (2.02).  Agents recognize and admit that 

framing targets as villainous is on some levels necessary for conducting their job.  Agent 

Ripkin comments “To us, these drug dealers are our enemies; I mean, they’re someone 

who we’re looking to lock up” (1.02).  This quote is given alongside images of the agents 

physically taking down several men outside a house and then ramming down the door in 

an impressive military-style DEA raid already so familiar to television. The statement 

attempts to justify the agents actions and perhaps soften any uneasiness a viewer might 

have seeing individuals taken down and arrested in such a violent and dramatic manner.   

Beyond just use of the words “bad guy” to refer to a target, further justification 

for the arrests are frequently offered.  An older heroin user who lives in a somewhat 

squalid home, who also cuts and sells heroin, is described as someone who “sells drugs to 

kids and addicts” (1.01).  While audience sympathy might exist for a presumably 

nonviolent and (arguably sick) man with a heroin dependence problem, because the 

addict also sells drugs, the arrest is presented as necessary and appropriate.    

Balancing the negative framing of targets and drug dealers, agents are presented 

as brave and heroic.  The series opens with the deep male voice of the narrator describing 

the role of a DEA agent: 

It is one of the most dangerous jobs in the world.  From the poppy fields 

of the Middle East and the jungles of Colombia to our city streets, agents 
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of the DEA battle cold blooded criminals who will do anything to protect 

their global drug empires. (1.01) 

The narrator frequently reiterates that being a DEA agent is a “dangerous 

job that takes a special breed” (1.01).  By framing agents as the automatic and 

assumed “good guys,” the danger involved in the various operations seems all the 

more heroic.  Teamwork and camaraderie are repeatedly emphasized as essential 

components of the job. 

As Genzlinger (2008) noted in his review, the program reminds viewers 

that the drug war is an actual war being waged with combat, deaths, and agents 

who, like American soldiers, face very real dangers that are in many ways similar 

to those faced by military soldiers.  While it is a show about law enforcement, it is 

also a show about war.  However, unlike some televised war documentaries with 

a balanced journalism approach, there are no mentions of criticisms of the war.   

In addition to a clear-cut delineation between good guys and bad guys, individual 

operations, goals, and the broader mission of the agency are consistently framed as moral 

and “good” work.  Comments made by agents often address the presumed public service 

aspects of their job.  Following a scene from an operation that involved the arrest of 

several street level dealers in a public housing unit, Agent Jacobs explains his view of 

how their work contributes to the greater good.  Although one of the other agents admits 

that he feels sorry for the street level kids they rope up, knowing that most do not have 

many other career choices, Jacobs justifies the arrests by suggesting that low-level 

dealers regularly commit other criminal acts.    

Street level enforcement affects neighborhoods in a lot of ways.  You 

think of a high crime neighborhood as, it’s a totally bad neighborhood, 

which it’s not.  You have a lot of hardworking people that are in there.  So 

by taking away that street level drug dealer, you’ve got a lot of crime that 



  203 

will decrease that’s not even drug related.  You’re gonna clean up that 

neighborhood and you’re actually going to affect a lot of people’s lives in 

a positive way. (2.02) 

This suggestion that they are doing the neighborhood a valuable service by 

arresting street level dealers ignores the reality that those arrested will almost 

immediately be replaced.  The justification for the operation also masks the inherently 

racist nature of this type of enforcement, which is partially responsible for the extreme 

disproportion of arrests of people of color for drug-related offenses (see e.g., Nunn, 

2002).
64

 

The flip and going after big fish.  Another means by which the work of the 

agents is framed as righteous and the civil rights of those arrested are presented as less 

important is through an emphasis on the ultimate goal of capturing “big fish” and shutting 

down operations.  Individuals arrested on the program often appear to be relatively lower 

on the food chain of an organization.
65

  Regardless, all operations and arrests are 

presented as a necessary step in a larger mission.  Frequently discussed and featured on 

the program are “flips” and the use of “CIs” or criminal informants.  After an arrest is 

made, agents often try to flip the subject by offering leniency so that he or she can 

provide information and/or participate in an undercover operation with the hopes of 

arresting someone higher up.  The goal, described by agents, is to “push up the ladder” 

                                                 

64
Incidentally, according to the show’s official website on SpikeTV.com, this episode is 

titled “Showdown with the Columbian [Sic] Drug Cartel.”  I find the misspelling of 

Colombian consistent with the U.S.-centric (and  culturally insensitive) tone of the 

program.   

65
Addressing criticism of the program for profiling primarily smaller buy and bust 

operations, Matt Costello (2010) reported that the Justice Department forbade any case 

exposed on the program to be taken into federal court.  Hence the program only included 

cases intended for state prosecution. 
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(2.02) (“Up the Ladder” is also the name of an episode during the first season).  The 

narrator often describes the practice as necessary: “If the agents can flip the target, he can 

prove to be a crucial step up the ladder of New Jersey’s vast drug underworld” (2.01).  

After the arrest of one of many low-level dealers, an agent explains why knowing how to 

flip a subject is an essential part of the job.  “He’s just a truck driver.  True, a lower level 

guy.  But he’s gonna take you all the way to the top.  If you can use your skill as an 

investigator to flip him, then you’re going places” (2.01).  This logic is also used to 

defend the practice of street level “buy and bust” operations.   

The technique is called “beat in the street.”  You get out there.  You get 

dirty…   You’re on the street… That’s where you start.  You make a bust 

and you move up.  You just keep moving up and up and up.  And that’s 

how you take out an organization and you close down blocks and you burn 

‘em down. (2.02) 

As Stillman (2012) reported in an article about the deaths of several young 

criminal informants, drug users and low level drug dealers that have been arrested have 

become “the foot soldiers in the government’s war on drugs” with an estimated 80% of 

drug cases relying on the use of criminal informants.  Unfortunately, since their use often 

requires “no paperwork and no institutional oversight, let alone lawyers, judges, or public 

scrutiny,” there are many stories of abuse by the system, as informants are often required 

to perform dangerous operations without adequate training or protections.   

Agents on DEA appear at times to be genuinely concerned with the welfare of 

informants.  Explaining why an individual who has been cooperating with them is 

handcuffed and arrested for show during a bust, agent Dixon notes, “we can’t have 

someone giving us a great seizure and the next day you hear their family is being killed 

here or abroad” (2.01), acknowledging that acting as an informant or “snitch” can often 

lead to such consequences.  However, while the initial tactics used by agents to get a drug 
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suspect to flip are often shown, any terms that are then agreed upon that specify the 

manner in which the suspect will cooperate are glossed over.  In the few episodes I 

watched, I noticed no defense lawyers present at any time.  Additionally, there are at least 

a few instances when it is mentioned that a suspect consented to a search (hence 

suggesting that the Fourth Amendment was not violated).  In one particular case, agents 

are seen searching a suspect and informing him that they will get a warrant for a full-

body search if necessary (2.02).  The narrator then explains that drugs were in fact found 

hidden in a body cavity but mentions that a warrant was not necessary because the 

suspect consented to the search.  Of course, the viewers do not see any of the exchanges 

that took place between agents and the suspect that lead to the consent and search.  Later 

in this episode, an agent reminds viewers that “they’re still informants and bad guys” 

(2.02). 

While the larger goal described by the agents on DEA is to arrest kingpins and 

large organization leaders, the disruption of any distribution of drugs is regarded as a win.  

Even operations that are not entirely successful are framed as wins.  In the case of the 

aforementioned arrest of the older heroin user who also sold drugs, the officers were 

unsuccessful in getting the “junkie” to flip, which means that he faces the possibility of 

twenty years in prison.  Nonetheless, an agent regards the case as a positive win.  “We 

disrupted his organization.  We closed up shop.  He’s not selling drugs out of his 

apartment anymore…  Everyone makes decisions.  If you make the decision to sell drugs, 

you’ve got to accept what’s coming down the pipe” (1.01). 

After a raid of a house reveals more drugs and cash than agents had expected to 

find, there are plenty of congratulatory comments with agents noting that “it was a good 
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hit” and that they’ll “probably have some good cocktails after this one” (2.01).  Because 

there is so much celebratory emphasis placed on the few big seizures and higher-up 

arrests that are profiled on the show, the implication is that all of the smaller operations 

and arrests are necessary for success.  The framing of all operations as wins is consistent 

with the literature regarding television news coverage of policing the war on drugs, 

particularly the findings from Jernigan and Dorfman’s (1996) analysis of news coverage 

during the late 1980s.  They found that the television news stories about high-profile 

arrests and large seizures tend to reinforce the belief that the war on drugs is being won 

(even while simultaneously implying that drugs are everywhere). Regardless of the actual 

futility of the DEA’s efforts to curb or slow the drug trade overall, all of the operations 

shown in the episodes that I watched are presented as meaningful wins.  

Gangland: Black Market Economies and Violent Thugs   

Gangland (The History Channel, 2007-2010) is, as described on the official 

website, a “gritty, true-life series exposing the world of history’s most notorious and 

dangerous gangs” (“Gangland,” n.d.).  The program focuses on the relationships, acts of 

revenge, and power plays within and among criminal gangs both recent and in the past.  

Each episode is a unique one hour documentary project about a specific gang, network of 

gangs, or time period and/or location.  Although I watched only five of the 87 episodes 

that were produced, that was enough to recognize stylistic consistency, including the use 

of a traditional deep male voice narration, dramatic music, and interviews with former 

gang members and law enforcement sources.   

While the program is about gang activity in general, the drug trade and illicit 

business are almost always a primary focus.  Each episode focuses first and foremost on 
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the violent and dramatic aspects of the gang being profiled.  However, the narrative 

consistently shifts to address the business activities of the gang.  By and large, gangs 

exist primarily for the purpose of making money, and the illicit drug trade is the primary 

source of revenue for all of the gangs in the episodes I watched.  As such, the series is 

rich with discourse that emphasizes the moral reprehensibility of individuals involved 

with the drug trade.   

On some levels, Gangland addresses the power of the black market economy 

created by prohibition policies in a manner that is rivaled only by The Wire and 

Boardwalk Empire on television.
66

  However, it also glosses over this aspect and quickly 

re-directs attention to the dramatic narratives among the various players that involve 

murder, revenge, and gratuitous violence.  And while there is explicit acknowledgement 

of problems created by a black market economy, the program also consistently 

emphasizes the inherently evil nature of the individuals involved.   

One of the first episodes of the series, about rival gangsters Frank Lucas and 

Nicky Barnes in 1960’s Harlem, provides a rich example of how the series repeatedly 

suggests that the violence of the drug tr-ade is created by prohibition while 

simultaneously re-constructing the violence as somehow inherent to the drug world and 

gangs.  In the episode, which shares its title with American Gangster (2007), the 

Hollywood narrative film starring Denzel Washington as Frank Lucas that was released 

                                                 

66
I, quite regrettably, have only watched the first two episodes of Boardwalk Empire, 

which is an HBO series about alcohol prohibition in the 1920s.  However, it is clear from 

this introduction to the series that it offers rich critical perspectives of the role of 

prohibition in creating and strengthening violent criminal activities.    
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the day after the episode aired,
67

 the narrator comments “heroin addiction was 

skyrocketing in NY and Harlem was suffering the brunt of it. For the underworld, that 

meant a bull market for the heroin biz, and Frank was in” (1.01).  The episode recounts 

how the two men “rose from poverty and made a fortune by feeding Harlem’s drug 

habit,” noting that both got their start working with the established Italian mafia.  

However, both relied on excessive amounts of violence as a means of establishing and 

maintaining their business.  As a retired officer explains, “violence is the glue that keeps 

the organization going. And if you have an organization, and you are not ready to employ 

violence, extreme violence, that means killing people, you might as well get out of town.”  

The narrator follows this by noting that “as the body count grew, the gangs kept getting 

away with murder while Barnes and Lucas raked in millions.”  But while this clearly 

suggests that the violence was a requirement for financial success within a competitive 

black market economy, the overriding assertion based on the descriptions of violent acts 

is that these men were evil. 

This episode also serves as an example of how the series often suggests a 

critically aware social-disorder perspective.  The back-stories and narration frequently 

address the impoverished reality many of those involved with gangster life face, often 

citing little or no alternative or legitimate means of achieving financial success.  The 

narrator comments that, “For a generation of kids growing up among amid violence and 

heroin addiction, Harlem gangsters Frank Lucas and Nicky Barnes were their superstars.”  

                                                 

67
Given the not-so-coincidental release date, it could be assumed that there may be a 

financial relationship between the two productions.  However, I have not been able to 

confirm any direct connection.  The History Channel is co-owned by Disney and the 

Hearst Corporation while the Hollywood film was produced and distributed by Universal 

Studios, which is owned by NBCUniversal. 
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This is followed by a former gangster recounting his reasons for getting involved in the 

business.  “I didn’t see anyone who made the American dream happen for them and their 

family through school.  You know, just doing it the right way, I didn’t see it.”  The 

former gangster continues explaining that Nicky Barnes was a hero to kids; not baseball 

players.  The narrator replies to this noting that, “the kids might have glamorized the 

gangsters, but there was nothing glamorous about the way these two men enforced their 

rule on the streets of Harlem and kept their dope pushers in line.”   

Although Lucas and Barnes are both depicted as ruthless and violent, their back-

stories encourage a sympathetic consideration of their disadvantaged backgrounds.  Both 

are described as rising from poverty: Barnes “emerged from the ghetto” of New York 

City and Lucas came from poor, rural North Carolina where he witnessed his cousin 

killed by members of the Ku Klux Klan.  Their back-stories as “black men [from poor 

backgrounds who] had gone on to achieve the American dream of fabulous wealth” are 

cited as the reason why they “became heroes on the neighborhood’s sordid streets.” 

The narration also hints at the fact that drug prohibition has contributed to the 

decay of relationships between police and communities that are most affected by drug 

use.  “The admiration felt for these drug lords was not extended to the local police… This 

distrust of authority and the belief in the self-made lords of Harlem gave [the gangs] free 

reign to do business on the streets.”  While the series often revolves around policing 

narratives, and both current and former law enforcement and DEA agents are frequently 

interviewed, this particular episode addresses the inability of the authorities to police 

Harlem at the time.  The area is described by Nicky Barnes (interviewed for the episode 

while under the witness protection program) as “like war-torn Europe after the second 
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World War” and the narrator comments that the “authorities seemed to have surrendered 

Harlem to the enemy,” citing a financial crisis that forced the city to lay off police 

officers.  But heroin itself receives the bulk of the blame for the devastation the Harlem’s 

community faced during this time period with frequent comments such as “out on the 

streets, the heroin was destroying Harlem.”   

Heroin purity and fatal overdoses.  Earlier in this chapter, I discussed how drug 

dealers are often framed as murderers responsible for overdose deaths from drugs with 

unusually high purity.  This episode of Gangland (1.01) addresses the issue in a way that 

helps illustrates how the program can subtly frame a negative consequence of a black 

market economy in a way that supports status quo assumptions about the inherent evil of 

both drugs and gangsters.  Through the narrator and an interview with a retired DEA 

agent, it is explained how heroin at this time was commonly cut with manite or quinine, 

which would reduce purity from 90% to only 3%.  The simple math of increased profit 

from cutting and packaging heroin is clarified in detail, complete with large-font 

arithmetic equations super-imposed over the shot of the agent talking.  Following this 

explanation of the typical process, an agent recounts how one of Lucas’s product line, 

stamped “blue magic,” contained an unusually high purity level of closer to 10%.  The 

narrator then explains that: “Lucas’s new high quality heroin was meant to blow his 

business competitor Nicky Barnes out of the market, where addicts were desperate to buy 

the most potent heroin.  Instead, blue magic brought a deadly backlash.  Addicts found 

themselves overdosing on Frank’s product.”  An agent continues, “the problem with the 

higher quality was that some people ODed.” with another adding “Heroin was killing 

people; thousands and thousands of teenagers were killed.”  By this point in the episode, 
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Frank Lucas has already been clearly depicted as ruthless and violent, so his decision to 

increase purity, although described as a business decision, becomes one more example of 

his destructive role.  It is worth noting that, according the ONDCP’s own report, from 

1981 to 2003, the purity of street-level heroin steadily rose while prices consistent 

dropped (ONDCP, 2004).    

Breaking Bad: Disruptions and Challenges; Stereotypes and the Status Quo 

The premise behind AMC’s popular and critically acclaimed series Breaking Bad 

(2008-2013) is simple enough:  Walter White, a middle-aged high school chemistry 

teacher in Albuquerque, New Mexico, learns he has a terminal form of lung cancer.  With 

a wife, disabled teenage son, baby on the way, and lack of quality life insurance, Walt 

worries about providing for his family after he dies.  Just after learning about his 

condition, Walt listens as Hank, his brother-in-law and a DEA agent, brags about a recent 

methamphetamine bust and the $700,000 in cash that was seized (1.01).  It is not long 

before Walt decides to use his chemistry knowledge to participate in the illicit and 

profitable manufacture of crystal meth.  This premise immediately allows for potential 

disruptions in dominant discourse regarding the illegal drug trade.  Walt is middle class, 

white, educated, and (at least initially) sympathetic—all qualities rarely ascribed to 

characters involved with the production and distribution of drugs (especially with a drug 

such as crystal meth, which is widely understood as a “hard” drug).  However, as the 

series progresses and Walt becomes more deeply involved in the quagmire of the drug 

trade (and notably less sympathetic), dominant discourses regarding the “drug problem” 
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and the moral necessity of the war on drugs seem to rise above the other more subtly 

present counterhegemonic discourses.
68

   

Disruptions of dominant drug discourse.  The structure of the narrative is such 

that the audience is led to root for Walt and, by extension, his partner Jesse (discussed in 

the previous chapter) as well.  This means that, at least initially, the audience is 

encouraged to root against the DEA and Hank, with hopes that Walt will not get caught.  

Through the first two (or even three) seasons, it is unlikely that many in the audience 

would wish to see Walt end up in jail.  Yet that would be the only acceptable resolution 

for most televised narratives involving a methamphetamine manufacturer.   

During the airing of the fourth season, it was announced that there would be a 

fifth season and that it would be the last.  This led many fans participating in the show’s 

official forum at that time to predict that Walt will eventually end up either dead or in 

jail.  Given some of Walt’s actions during the fourth season, this would not have been 

entirely surprising.  Creator Vince Gilligan has repeatedly stated that the show’s overall 

arc matches the title: it is a show about a man becoming bad.  But what is interesting is 

how long the series continues with Walt as a relatively likable protagonist for whom jail 

would not be seen as a satisfying narrative conclusion.
69

  

                                                 

68
As explained in an endnote for the discussion of Breaking Bad in chapter five, my 

analysis of the series was conducted after watching the first four seasons.  While I still 

believe that the conservative drug-related discourses tend to rise above the more counter-

hegemonic disruptions, my overall reading of the series has become far more complicated 

having now watched the series through its conclusion.   

69
Countless critical and academic readings of the series, and most likely several 

dissertation studies, will debate the moral complexity of Breaking Bad and Walter White 

in particular.  But from my subjective reading, Walt, interestingly, does not break bad in 

the end nearly as much as had been promised.  I actually found that his character was 

meaningfully redeemed (at least somewhat) during the last few episodes.   
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Construction of criminality. Sprinkled throughout the series—most notably 

during the seven-episode first season—are references to the social construction of 

criminality.  At a baby shower during the last episode of the first season, Walt goes to the 

backyard where he finds Hank smoking a Cuban cigar.  Walt notes that the cigars are 

illegal and the two engage in an interesting conversation about the arbitrariness of certain 

laws.  Walt at this time is still struggling to understand the morally complex lifestyle in 

which he has recently become entangled.  Walt notes, for example, that if it was the 

1930s the drinks in their hands would be illegal. Hank, not quite following the 

philosophical questioning of his brother-in-law quips, “I mean, friggin’ meth used to be 

legal. Used to sell it over every counter at every pharmacy across America. Thank God 

they came to their senses on that one, huh?” (1.07).  During this same episode, after 

making love to his wife Skyler in their car, Walt comments that the sex was particularly 

good because the act—as the car was parked outside the high school—was illegal.   

The complexity of criminality is explored further through the character of Marie, 

Skyler’s sister and Hank’s wife.  Early in the first season, Marie is shown walking out of 

a shoe store wearing a new pair of shoes she has just tried on without paying while the 

saleswoman talks on the phone (1.03).  Marie’s motivations for shoplifting are not 

entirely clear; the saleswoman had been rude and Marie’s petty theft could be seen as a 

spontaneous act of revenge.  However, by the end of the season it is clear that Marie has a 

problem.  She gives her sister an expensive jeweled baby tiara as a shower gift.  When 

Skyler tries to return it to the store because she believes the gift is unnecessarily 

extravagant, she learns that the tiara was stolen.  Later, when Skyler vents to her husband 
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about how furious she is with her sister, Walt comments that “people sometimes do 

things for their families” and asks her what she would do if it had been him (1.07).  

Breaking character type.  While Walt clearly does not fit stereotypical depictions 

of individuals involved in the drug trade, he is not the only character that breaks from 

type.  Gustavo Fring is a level-headed and highly professional owner of a fast food 

chicken chain, Los Pollos Hermanos, who also happens to be an extremely successful 

distributor of methamphetamines.  Walt becomes involved with Gus during the second 

season and eventually works in the super-lab Gus had built in order to expand his empire 

to include both the manufacture and distribution of the drug.  When the two men initially 

meet, they both respect the rational intelligence of the other.  However, while Gus’s 

character initially breaks with stereotype and then later develops in its complexity, he is 

ultimately depicted as a malicious and controlling drug kingpin.    

Perhaps the most unusual of all the drug trade-involved characters on Breaking 

Bad is Gale Boetticher, the highly-cultured, even nerdy lab assistant who works with 

Walt in Gus’s super-lab during the third season.  While cancer is the reason Walt 

originally becomes involved in the drug business, the only suggestion as to Gale’s 

motivations is that he is a libertarian who possibly believes he is helping addicts by 

manufacturing quality, unadulterated product.  He once comments: “Consenting adults 

want what they want. At least with me they’re getting exactly what they pay for” (3.06).  

The involvement of these distinctly atypical characters in the drug trade somewhat 

disrupts dominant assumptions about the type of person who would manufacture or sell 

drugs.  Since most television programs that depict drug dealers include such characters in 

secondary, non-recurring roles, they are usually amoral and lack depth.  As a serial 
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program entirely about the drug business, Breaking Bad is in a position to introduce some 

of these more complex characters and force the audience to confront the idea that real 

people—perhaps not all bad—work in the drug trade.   

Questioning the morality of the law.  There are several instances throughout the 

series when dominant discourses regarding the morality of law enforcement policies are 

either questioned or mocked.  Hank’s character is extremely important to the series, both 

for the obvious plot reasons and to expand on some of the ethical ambiguities raised by 

the show.  While Hank is initially portrayed as a buffoon, seemingly incapable of seeing 

the obvious right in front of him (i.e., that Walt is “Heisenberg,” the mysterious new 

meth manufacturer that he is hunting), his character becomes more complex starting in 

the second season. After a gruesome incident that occurs while he is working on the U.S.-

Mexico border in El Paso, Texas, Hank begins to suffer panic attacks and there are signs 

that his cop-cliché exterior is actually a front.  But beyond just the complexity of Hank’s 

character, the narrative that follows the DEA’s investigations often runs counter to the 

more familiar patterns found in typical police television programs that more consistently 

support a law-and-order discourse.   

A sub-storyline toward the end of season one illustrates this disruption of familiar 

law-and-order discourses.  As Walt’s chemotherapy starts to take effect, he often feels 

nauseous and has to excuse himself from class.  Through the bathroom scenes that 

follow, the audience is introduced to Hugo, a kind janitor who treats Walt with respect as 

he mops up after an occasional accident and offers Walt gum.  When the DEA find a gas 

mask at a site in the desert where meth had been manufactured, they are able to tie it back 

to the high school where Walt works.  After an investigation at the school, the DEA 
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discovers that there is more equipment missing from the high school’s science lab 

storage.  Since Hank is incapable of assuming that his brother-in-law could be 

responsible for the missing equipment, the agency considers who else had access to the 

storage room.  Because Hugo had a previous marijuana arrest on his record from many 

years before, detectives naturally assume that he could be guilty and obtain a search 

warrant for his home.  While none of the equipment or evidence of methamphetamine is 

found in Hugo’s home, the search does uncover a small amount of marijuana.  As a 

result, Hugo is arrested and loses his job.  When Walt hears of what happened to Hugo, 

he casually asks Hank about it over a game of poker later that evening.  Hank shrugs off 

the arrest commenting casually that Hugo had “fit the profile” and is visibly not at all 

bothered by the fact that this “criminal” had been fired as a result (1.06).  

The next episode begins with a scene filled with angry parents at an emergency 

meeting held at the high school to discuss the stolen science equipment and the resulting 

arrest and firing of the janitor.  There is a poster with the words “meth=death” and 

clichéd expressions of outrage over the fact that the school had hired a drug user erupt 

from paranoid parents (1.07).  The scene, which suggests the building of a moral panic, 

serves to question common assumptions about the lengths our society should go to in the 

name of “protecting the children.”  Despite his marijuana use and possession, Hugo is 

clearly presented to the audience as the victim in this scenario and it is the DEA and the 

concerned parents who are framed in a more critical manner. 

Criminal Latinos.  While the program offers several characters and storylines 

that break from dominant drug-related discourses, certain persistent characterizations of 

Latinos (especially Mexicans) involved with the drug trade help to affirm an us-vs.-them 
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law and order discourse.  In the pilot episode, Hank makes one of what will be many 

politically incorrect comments while sitting in a car with his Latino DEA partner Steven 

Gomez just minutes before they raid a house where meth is being produced.  Not 

knowing the identity of the “Captain Cook” whom they believe they are about to arrest, 

Hank quips “I got twenty bucks that says he’s a beaner” (1.01).  Hank’s behavior often 

provides the same sort of self-conscious attention to racist attitudes uncomfortably 

portrayed through the character of Archie Bunker in All in the Family.  Steven Gomez is 

one of the many Latino secondary characters of Breaking Bad, but one of the few not 

depicted as a sadistic criminal.  Hugo, the kind janitor previously discussed, is the other 

exception.  But beyond these two, most of the Latino characters are Mexicans involved in 

the drug business who are depicted as irrationally violent and in some cases sociopathic.
70

  

This is consistent with the literature regarding depictions of Latinos on television in the 

United States, which has found that while profoundly underrepresented on primetime 

television, when Latinos are depicted they have “historically been confined to a narrow 

set of stereotypic, often-times negative, characterizations” including the criminal (Mastro 

& Behm-Morawitz, 2005, p. 111).   

The first two stereotypical drug-criminal Latinos to be introduced on the show are 

Emilio and Krazy-8.  When Jesse goes to meet with them to see if they will buy some of 

the first batch of meth Walt has cooked, Krazy-8 is first shown training a large pit-bull to 

viciously attack a human dummy.  While both men appear irrational and overly 

aggressive, it is not long before Walt and Jesse have to deal with much worse.  Toward 

                                                 

70
The narrative relies on characterized villains and bad guys throughout the series. It just 

so happens that for the first four seasons they are almost all Latino.  They are replaced by 

white supremacists in the fifth season, who are similarly vilified.   
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the end of the first season, Tuco Salamanca is introduced.  Tuco is a local drug kingpin 

with whom Walt and Jesse hope to go into business.  They are interested in selling their 

product in bulk to Tuco rather than continue with the messy and complicated business of 

selling small quantities directly to users.  Dressed flamboyantly and wielding an 

intricately decorated curved knife that he uses to both snort meth and intimidate others, it 

is clear within minutes of Jesse’s first meeting with Tuco that he is dangerous and 

unstable.  He viciously beats Jesse during this scene for no apparent reason other than the 

fact that Jesse had asked to be paid for the pound of crystal meth he had just provided 

(1.06).  Later, this type of unprovoked violent outburst by Tuco leads him to beat one of 

his own men to death (2.01).  

As the second season unfolds, Tuco kidnaps Walt and Jesse and takes them to an 

old shack in the middle of the desert where his wheelchair-bound uncle, Hector 

Salamanca, lives. It is soon clear that this seemingly harmless old man (who raised Tuco 

as if he were his own son) is as sinister and dangerous as his nephew.  But Tuco’s sadistic 

behavior seems trivial compared to the emotionless evil that wrought by Tuco’s cousins 

who arrive from Mexico at the start of the third season intending to avenge Tuco’s death.  

Leonel and Marco Salamanca kill almost everyone they meet, including several who just 

happen to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, for little or no reason.   

The cousins never talk except when shown as young boys in a flashback.  During 

this important flashback, the audience is provided a clue as to the source of the cousins’ 

evil: Hector, the uncle/father who has been referred to only as Tío (Spanish for “uncle”) 

at this point.  A younger Hector is seen sitting in a patio chair in a backyard talking on a 

phone in Spanish.  Two young boys are playing nearby with a toy airplane.  When one 



  219 

breaks the toy, the other complains saying that he wishes his brother dead.  Hector’s 

response is to take the brother by the neck, push his head into a bucket of ice and beer, 

and hold him underwater until the brother who had initially complained physically fights 

his father in order to save his brother.  When the nearly-drowned brother emerges 

choking and gasping for air, Hector simply states, “Family is all” (3.07).  

By the end of the fourth season, the pattern of representations of Latinos to 

emerge is that they are not only villainous, but one-dimensional and ultimately 

disposable.  Walt, Jesse, and Mike (Gus’s right-hand man) are all white and are each 

layered with personal storylines and motivations (whether questionable or not) for their 

actions.  Gus is the most complex non-white character (he is Chilean, not Mexican).  Yet 

none of the drug-involved Mexicans are developed in any meaningful way.  When Walt 

kills someone it is almost always because he believes he has no choice.  But when a 

Mexican character kills, it often appears to be more for sport.  Most of the Mexicans 

seem disposable, and accordingly almost all end up dead.  The few Latino characters who 

are not criminals, such as DEA agent Gomez and the janitor, Hugo, are portrayed as 

passive and somewhat ineffective.   

The program does appear to be self-consciously aware of these stereotypes and 

characterizations even while making them.  For example, consider the scene previously 

discussed from the first season when Marie steals a pair of shoes (1.03).  While she is in 

the upscale shop, she talks to her husband Hank on her cell phone.  Hank is chatting with 

his wife while in the midst of a DEA bust.  The background shows several Latino men 

being lined up and arrested in a poor neighborhood.  The cross cutting between the two 
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settings, especially as it becomes clear that Marie is committing a crime, does produce a 

form of commentary on the criminalization of Latinos.  

The context of real violence in Mexico. It is clear that the writers for Breaking 

Bad have been careful to research the drug trade.  Since December of 2006, when newly 

elected Mexican President Felipe Calderón declared war on drugs and began cooperating 

with the United States, there have been more than 50,000 deaths related to the drug war 

in Mexico and a comparable number of people missing or kidnapped (Booth, 2012; 

“Mexico under siege,” 2011).  Charles Bowden (e.g., 2009, 2010) has written extensively 

about the grim horrors that are everyday occurrences in Juarez, Chihuahua, the Mexican 

border city that is closest to Albuquerque, New Mexico, where Breaking Bad is set.  The 

show reflects some of these horrors.  When Hank is sent to work on the border, he and 

other DEA agents find the head of one of their informants attached to a tortoise moving 

slowly across the desert.  When one of the agents tries to remove the head, a bomb 

explodes (2.07).  In season four, when Gus goes to Mexico to seize power from the cartel 

that has been causing him problems, more than a dozen men are killed at once (4.10).  

Sadly, these scenes could serve as examples of the writers not just trying to be dramatic; 

this type of violence is a regular occurrence in the current drug war in Mexico.  Even 

some of the seemingly pointless and gratuitous violence enacted by the cousins, such as 

torching a truck filled with Mexicans trying to cross the border (3.01), is consistent with 

some of the many tragic realities of the past several years.  However, what is troublesome 

is that even though some of these depictions accurately represent instances of horrific 



  221 

violence, they do so through overly-stylized characterizations of “bad guys” in a manner 

that deflects attention from both the political context and the magnitude of the problem.
71

  

Analysts of Mexico’s drug war have observed that much of the violence erupts 

when there are disruptions, shifts, and voids in the balance of power among the various 

cartels.   

Leadership vacuums sometimes are created by law enforcement successes 

against a particular cartel—thus, cartels often will attempt to use law 

enforcement against one another, either by bribing Mexican officials to 

take action against a rival or by leaking intelligence about a rival’s 

operations to the Mexican government or the U.S. Drug Enforcement 

Administration. (Burton, 2007) 

This type of maneuvering becomes a plot point when Gus encourages the cousins 

to go after Hank, knowing that the DEA will respond to the attack by going after the 

cartel with which the cousins are associated.  As Gus had hoped, the Mexican Federales 

do him the favor of eliminating his former supplier/would-be-competitor in Mexico 

(3.08).  

Visual and stylistic confirmations of foreignness and evil.  Perhaps one of the 

most memorable images from the entire series is the opening scene of season three (3.01).  

The first shot is of an old man crawling on his belly along a dirt road.  The shot then 

reveals several people who all appear to be Mexican slithering down this same road.  

Many are in cowboy hats; most look poor.  The scene is in a beautiful desert location 

with a stunning mountain vista in the background.  Director of Photography Michael 

Slovis, who won an Emmy for this very episode, discusses the filming of this scene in 

one of the behind-the-scenes videos that can be watched on the show’s official website.  

                                                 

71
Season fives depictions of white supremacist super-bad guys similarly deflects attention 

from systemic responsibility and blames the violence on the sheer evil of individuals.   
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A Mercedes drives up along the road and Tuco’s cousins get out of the car.  This is the 

first time their characters are seen.  They then drop to the ground and start slithering with 

the others, all working their way toward a little hut-like shrine.  We then see the cousins 

before an alter for Santa Muerte, the holy saint of death commonly worshiped by drug 

users, prostitutes, and members of the cartels.  Although an explanation may be found 

through an Internet search, most of the audience in the United States—as suggested by 

discussions within online forums—were left wondering what they just witnessed.  The 

entire scene, with its highly ornamented detail, helps reinforce the foreignness of 

Mexicans and suggests that the new characters are evil.  

The cousins are always shown dressed in highly stylized silver suits with 

distinctive skull-tipped boots that serve as one of their trademark features and are often 

shown carrying a large shiny axe.  Scenes with the cousins are always tinted yellow.  

While obvious on its own, this is a detail which Michael Slovis mentioned when 

discussing the filming of the opening scene.  Boyd (2008) criticized the racist depictions 

of Mexicans in the Hollywood film Traffic and argued that the different color filters used 

in Mexico helped distinguish the “criminalized and racialized space” (p. 137).  

Discursive complexity.  Breaking Bad does challenge drug war hegemony and 

yet it simultaneously reinforces discourse that supports drug prohibition.  Early episodes 

of the series play with concepts regarding the construction of criminality and the 

arbitrariness of the criminalization of certain drugs.  The entire series provides the 

audience with an opportunity to question and consider fundamental premises regarding 

the creation of a profitable black market economy.  Walt once comments that he works 

for a company big enough to be on the NASDAQ (4.06).  Additionally, the existence of 
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unusual, complex, and somewhat sympathetic characters working in the drug trade does 

to an extent disrupt dominant assumptions about the morality of drug dealers.  I believe 

that these disruptions in the dominant discourse can function in a counterhegemonic 

manner.   

However, it is also true that the series only minimally supports any meaningful 

reform discourse.  Further, the more conservative us-vs.-them law and order discourse 

seems to rise to the top.  To an extent, there is also an us-vs.-them perspective outside of 

law enforcement within the world of the drug dealers: white, morally complex 

protagonists vs. the one-dimensional and villainous Latinos (and white supremacists).  

Hence, despite a few challenges during the first season, an us-vs.-them law and order 

discourse is increasingly strengthened as the series progresses.  As buffoonish as he 

seems initially, by the end of the fourth season, Hank appears to be one of the only truly 

“good guys” on the show.  And as clueless as he is about his brother-in-law’s 

involvement for a long time, Hank does prove to be a competent investigator.  Although I 

have been unable to confirm the source of the quote, a commenter on a discussion board 

mentioned that series creator Vince Gilligan has stated that he will not have law 

enforcement officials depicted as corrupt characters on the show.  Similarly, in terms of 

discourse regarding drug use as discussed in chapter five, negative consequences and the 

image of the criminal addict resonate more powerfully than the minimal 

counterhegemonic discourses regarding pleasure, normalization, or even the medical 

view of addiction as a disease.    
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Weeds: Subversive Roles; Reflective Depictions of Violence and Power; and a 

Possibly Prescient Narrative 

Weeds (Showtime, 2005-2012) is a half hour “dramedy” about widowed soccer 

mom Nancy Botwin, a marijuana dealer.  Over its eight seasons, the series depicts several 

corners of the U.S. marijuana trade.  The first three seasons are set in a wealthy suburban 

development outside Los Angeles.  The next two seasons take place along the California-

Mexico border, followed by a cross-country road trip (with some time in Seattle) and a 

season in New York City, before settling in a wealthy Connecticut suburb of New York 

for the final season.  As discussed in chapter four, its depictions of marijuana use as 

normal, pleasurable, and sometimes beneficial is one measure of its counter-hegemonic 

function, as is its interrogation of the view that the legal status of a drug should serve as 

an indicator of its intrinsic danger or value.  Here I would like to address a few other 

ways in which I found the series to function in a counter-hegemonic manner with regard 

to assumptions about the drug trade, policing, and drug policy.  The show’s premise 

alone suggests that it should subvert many of the traditional televised depictions of drug 

dealers (I personally recall being surprised and intrigued simply by its mere existence 

when announced).  However, as Breaking Bad has illustrated, building a series around a 

central drug-dealing character does not necessarily assure an abundance of critical drug 

policy discourse.
72

  

As mentioned in chapter four, I read Weeds to be increasingly counter-hegemonic 

as the series progressed.  However, this impression may have been influenced in part by 

                                                 

72
With regard to any seemingly necessary comparison of the two shows, it is important to 

consider that the comedy/drama and soft drug/hard drug distinctions are apt to affect the 

subversive potential of the two series. 
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my reading of Lavoie’s (2011) analysis of the show’s first six seasons.  (Because I read 

his essay [with spoilers] while still watching the third season, I believe it may have 

influenced my own reading of the series by pointing out some of its broader counter-

hegemonic functions [which was the subject of the article].)  Lavoie argued that: 

Nancy and her clan on Weeds serve to destabilize some of the hegemonic 

domination that inane television programming poses for us all.  Refusing 

to conform to traditional conceptions of whiteness, femininity, middle-

class-ness, and suburban cleanliness/purity, Weeds, as an instantiation of 

subversive television, exists as a site of counterhegemonic resistance in 

the face of detritus left in the wake of the breakdown of the modern 

machine.  (p. 912) 

I too found that Weeds refuses to conform to traditional conceptions, in particular of drug 

(ab)use, drug dealing, and drug-related violence.   

Subverting assumptions about bad-guy drug dealers.  Although flawed on 

many levels, Nancy herself provides the most visible example of the show’s tendency to 

subvert dominant assumptions about drug dealers as bad-guys (aside simply from her not 

being a guy).  Nancy is an especially complex and contradictory character.  Serving as 

the central protagonist (for lack of a better term) she is necessarily a character for whom 

the audience will root.  However, her character is also likely to repeatedly disappoint 

audience members (in a way that is parallel to how the character of Nancy repeatedly 

disappoints her children).  (I personally find her parenting choices to be the most 

uncomfortable to watch; she really can be a bad mom.)  Common Sense, a non-profit 

organization that reviews television programs for the benefit of parents, lists Nancy as 

one of its top “bad role models” on television (Filucci, 2011).  But Nancy also makes 

some good choices and is, in the end, depicted as ultimately a good mom (at least on 

some levels).  (From my perspective, Nancy becomes easier to like as a character during 

the last two seasons [especially the final season, when the soap opera elements of the 
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series become more meaningful after investing so much time with characters].)  So, while 

she is far from perfect and makes many disappointing choices, Nancy is definitely a 

“good guy.” 

There are many other characters on Weeds who similarly subvert assumptions 

about the roles they fill.  While Nancy does encounter a few bad-types among the many 

drug dealers she meets, the vast majority of her business acquaintances are relatable 

characters.  This subversion of common assumptions is perhaps most notable within the 

depictions of non-white drug dealers.  Lavoie (2011) noted that: 

[T]he show plays with stereotypical constructions of race and ethnicity 

often: characters comment on racial aspects of their lives, epithets and 

racial jokes are thrown around, class and style are ever-present from 

Agrestic to the mall to the slums, and the Botwins’ whiteness and 

Jewishness are emphasized progressively through the seasons, self-

reflectively commenting on race relations in America. (p. 911) 

Regarding Nancy’s African American drug-dealing acquaintances (especially during the 

first few seasons), Lavoie argued that they are depicted in a way that consistently 

challenges expectations.  What stands out most for me, however, is the series’ unusual 

representations of Mexican and Latinos involved in the drug trade.  Perhaps because of 

an awareness of television’s dominant trend of representing foreign drug dealers as 

villainous (or in an offensively stereotypical manner), I found several of the Latino drug 

dealers characters on Weeds (especially during seasons four and five) to be depicted in a 

manner that is refreshingly distinct.     

Esteban Reyes in particular defies expectations.  Nancy’s third husband (and the 

father of her third son), Esteban is the charismatic mayor of Tijuana, who also happens to 

be the leader of a drug cartel.  While he is sort of a bad guy at times within the narrative, 

he is primarily depicted as not really so bad and even quite likable on some levels (if, like 
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Tony Soprano, one can overlook the murders and acts of violence for which he could be 

held responsible).  Members of Esteban’s crew, including a few who act as violent thug-

like enforcers, are similarly presented in a notably humanized fashion (e.g., there are 

depictions of conversations with wives; there is a sense of loyalty and a developed view 

of individuals’ personal character).  That Esteban is a popular elected official adds to his 

moral complexity and also provides an explicit depiction of the kind of deep corruption 

that has become foundational to the drug trade in Mexico.  His political and economic 

involvement with Pilar, an extremely powerful player within the “legitimate” media, 

business, and political spheres further suggests the depth of corruption that is tied to the 

illicit drug trade.  This is just one of several examples of how Weeds tends to 

acknowledge corruption on a level that most television narratives deny.     

Subverting assumptions about good-guy police agents.  Towards the end of the 

first season, Nancy starts dating Peter, who she later discovers is a DEA agent.  When he 

learns that she is a drug dealer, he first looks the other way (seemingly because he has 

genuine feelings for her) and eventually assists her with her business (by arranging a bust 

of the competition).  Although he becomes a somewhat tragic character (as a victim of 

Weed’s first shocking depiction of violence), he is also shown to be corrupt and is 

ultimately framed as basically a bad guy (after listening to her private phone calls and 

then making an extremely racist and threatening comment while physically assaulting 

Conrad, Nancy’s African American partner, after hearing that she does not love him 

[2.11]).  While it seems logical that someone who works for the DEA should fill the 
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villain role on a show with a protagonist drug dealer, it still seems worthwhile to note that 

this is one of the few depictions of a corrupt DEA agent.
73

   

Weeds plays with depictions of corruption among law enforcement agents further 

during the seventh and eighth seasons.  Shane, Nancy’s second son (who is in middle 

school when the series begins), has an especially complex childhood that includes 

witnessing his father’s death and then growing up surrounded by his mother’s 

involvement in the drug trade.
74

  Ironically (but also fittingly), at age 18, Shane becomes 

friends with a jaded, somewhat corrupt and slightly alcoholic detective in the New York 

City Police Department and decides to enroll in the police academy.  Although not 

always about the type of corruption that occurs within police departments as a result of 

drug prohibition policies, the narrative involving Shane’s experience as a police cadet 

and intern boldly suggests that systemic and institutionalized corruption that occurs as an 

everyday part of the job of police.  

While taking classes in the academy, Shane offers to write essays for some of his 

less academically inclined classmates for money (8.06).  When the police officer 

instructor cateches Shane, he asks how much Shane was paid and says “fork it over and 

I’ll see fit to forget all about this.”  Immediately recognizing the instructor’s willingness 

to act in a corrupt manner, Shane asks, “Can’t we work something out?  I mean, this isn’t 

the last assignment you’re going to give, is it?”  After a moment’s pause to consider what 
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Not only does he attempt to extort Nancy and Conrad (2.11), posthumously it is 

revealed that Peter was involved in a separate corruption scandal (3.08). 

74
At the end of the fifth season, at age 15, Shane kills Pilar, the powerful woman behind 

Esteban who had been making threats to Nancy and her family.  His character 

consistently provides contradictory (and confused) examples of right and wrong.  While 

Shane is presented as a victim of his lot in life, he is also depicted as highly intelligent, 

cynical, and aware of his choices.   
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Shane is suggesting, the officer/instructor comments “Oh, you’re going to do just fine in 

the NYPD aren’t you” (8.06).  While lines like this comically assert the widespread 

nature of at least petty acts of corruption within the force, the storyline that follows Shane 

after he graduates from the academy hammers this point even deeper.  Because he is too 

young to immediately serve as an officer, Shane is assigned to work as a police intern at 

an impound lot where skimming and pocketing among the goods seized from the “bad 

guys” is a regular part of the job.
75

  Shane is put through tests by some of the other 

officers to make sure that he is loyal enough to operate on the inside (i.e., on the side of 

the corruption) (8.08-8.10).         

Challenging assumptions about drug trade violence.  Throughout the series, 

Weeds frequently plays with the thorny role of violence in the drug trade in a way that is 

at times counter-hegemonic.  Perhaps the pattern results in part because of the challenge 

writers face creating a comedy set within an industry that, in the real world, operates with 

so much violence.  During most of the first two seasons, which take place predominantly 

within the suburbs (with Nancy venturing out occasionally to obtain supply or to explore 

expansion options), there are very few depictions of violence.  Violence is so absent that 

when it does dramatically appear at the end of the second season it seems somewhat 

alarming and uncharacteristic for the show.  Weeds is also unique for its attention to the 

internal conflicts that arise when drug trade participants actively seek to avoid violence 

but find themselves forced to accept the fact that violence can at times be a business 

imperative within the illicit economy.  This tension is consistent throughout the series in 

a manner that is counter to the more familiar narrative pattern suggesting that drug trade 
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Although not made explicit, this is absolutely a form of corruption that stems directly 

from the war on drugs. 
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violence is the result of inherently violent individuals.  Hence, the shock of Peter’s 

murder is perhaps heightened by the fact that Weeds has by then already established a 

pattern of violence avoidance.   

There are several scenarios throughout the series that evoke an expectation of 

violence followed by a resolution with violence avoided or lessened (e.g., the use of a 

bow and arrow shot to the leg in place of a gun and a fatal injury [6.06]).  Guns are drawn 

and pointed without being fired far more often than they are used.  This includes the 

dramatically memorable end to the second season that entails half a dozen large guns 

pointed at Nancy (2.12), a scene that is resolved with no violence (3.01).  Frequently, 

power is displayed though novel non-violent means.  One of Nancy’s first hostile threats 

comes in the form of having her car “pennied” followed by a stack of pennies placed 

outside her front door.  Perhaps the most surreal act of a non-violent display of power 

occurs during the seventh season in New York while Silas is using a bike shop and 

messenger service as a front for selling marijuana.  In what first appears to be a trick of 

the camera suggesting a dream sequence, Andy is seen standing in the bike shop with the 

entire backdrop seen as upside down.  Once a second character walks into the room, it is 

clear that it is not a camera trick but that someone took the time to hang all the furniture 

and bicycles from the ceiling.  It is soon revealed that the act was committed by the 

competition (who also stole everything: drugs, money, computers, etc.).  The scene is 

both benign and terrifying.  Although non-violent, as a massive display of power (one is 

forced to consider the man-hours that went into the theatrical warning), the scene vividly 

illustrates what it is like to be vulnerable to potentially greater horrors (without any 

depictions of violence).   
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However, as suggested with Peter’s murder, some very real violence does occur.
76

  

But much of the violence seems to happen only because a character feels backed into a 

corner (or as a result of the trade being part of criminalized industry operating outside of 

usually available means).  For example, Heylia orders the hit on Peter not because she is 

sadistic but because she feels that it is the only way to save her nephew Conrad (who she 

raised as her own).  Some of the violence appears to be included as a means of keeping 

the show realistic (e.g., a gang-related revenge-based drive-by shooting [3.05]).  While 

there are a few displays of random acts of unprovoked violence, the more frequent 

occurrences that short viewers from an expectation of violence is what rings through for 

me as somewhat critical.  Even if the pattern exists in part out of necessity because Weeds 

is a comedy, I read it as to be reflective of the violence that exists because of an illicit 

economy.  

Visualizing a path to legalized marijuana.  Although Weeds’s vision of a near-

future is shown in less than 60 minutes, as with The Wire’s depiction of a free-zone 

(discussed in the next section) and even Family Guy’s momentary reflection of a town 

that legalizes marijuana, it allows a narrative opportunity to explore critical drug reform 

discourse through an imagined representation of what could happen if marijuana were 

legalized in some (or most) states.  Especially interesting is that Weeds’s imagined path 

to legalization is likely to prove close to reality.  (It is worth noting that the series finale 

was shot before Colorado and Washington voted to legalize marijuana in those states 

although the political movement toward creating the ballot measures was evident.)   
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Nancy herself is subject to a bullet in the head (7.13).  However, she remarkably 

survives with minimal consequences.   Interestingly, her shooter is not a fellow drug 

dealer but the distraught son of her deceased second husband, Peter, the DEA agent  who 

is killed at the end of the second season. 
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What is perhaps most interesting about Weeds’s vision of legalization is that it is 

depicted through a behind-closed-doors look at what is presumably happening right now 

in anticipation of a nearly inevitable future of legalized marijuana.  Pharmaceutical, 

tobacco, and several other industries (including alcohol, paper, and countless other legal 

industries that may be affected) are no doubt currently thinking about how best to prepare 

and position themselves.  The final season depicts an interesting and critical look at both 

the pharmaceutical and tobacco industries’ presumed involvement in marijuana 

legalization speculation when Nancy and Silas get jobs with a pharmaceutical company 

and later enter a business relationship with a small tobacco company.  

Marijuana speculation and the pharmaceutical industry.  Hoping to be more 

“legitimate” in her line of work, Nancy accepts a position as a pharmaceutical 

representative (8.07).  Discussions between Nancy and her new boss, a soccer dad, offer a 

glimpse of the type of discourse used on the inside among those in the business of selling 

and prescribing legal (many psychotropic) drugs.  It is a legitimate medical business 

sphere.  And yet the tone, especially within the context of a show about the illegal drug 

trade, highlights how parallel the two worlds are on many levels.  When Nancy first 

meets the executive at the pharmaceutical company who hires her, she jokes “you’re the 

biggest drug dealer in town” (8.06). 

Presumably more than coincidentally (although it is not entirely clear whether the 

new boss understands Nancy’s past involvement in the marijuana trade), the first drug 

that Nancy is assigned is Maritor, a fictional drug that is essentially the same as Marinol, 

a legally available artificially synthesized THC pill.  Her boss notes that the drug is an 

under-performer and compares it to “near beer” because it is not as good as actual 
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marijuana.  He then enthusiastically refers to their current research:  “When Washington 

flips the switch and it’s legal, my department’s gonna be ready.  We’ve got a whole raft 

of new products we’re working on with real THC” (8.06).  Silas is then also hired by the 

company (8.07) as a grower to work in their vaulted lab in which the company grows, 

processes, and conducts research on marijuana.  (Silas later quits on what might best be 

described as ethical reasons, or at least on principal, after getting upset watching the 

process of the plants being reduced to extracted compounds in little blue pills [8.08].)   

The storyline allows for series to draw attention to existing problems and 

hypocrisy within the legitimate drug trade and medical institution.  Nancy’s first 

assignment is to push Maritor to a doctor who notoriously refuses all gifts and perks 

provided by pharmaceutical companies.  His decision to avoid compromising his integrity 

as a doctor is clearly indicated by the car he drives—his is a modest old car among a row 

of luxury cars.
77

 Also explored acknowledged is the black market that exists for certain 

pharmaceuticals and the resulting corruption that exists within the more sanitized world 

of health care when Nancy is offered an under-the-table deal by a doctor’s receptionist 

who sells the Adderall-like ADD stimulant medication Nancy is representing on college 

campuses.   

Marijuana speculation, tobacco, and big business.  Silas receives a more 

clandestine offer from a family-run tobacco company to grow for them for developmental 

purposes so that the company can be well-positioned with a quality product and 

marketable plan when and if marijuana is legalized (8.09).  The line used by the young 
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Of course, Nancy manages to get him to sign the contract—something no other 

pharmaceutical rep had ever been able to do.  However, she also has sex with him in is 

his car, which leads to a discussion for an entirely different study. 
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executive pitching the offer parallels that used by Nancy’s pharmaceutical boss: “the 

minute pot becomes legal, we can hit the ground running.”  The offer presents a moral 

quandary for Nancy who believes she and Silas should continue to work with the 

pharmaceutical industry than tobacco arguing that: “At least pharma’s medical, it helps 

people.”  She and Silas disagree on whether he should accept the offer: 

Nancy:   When I sold, I drew lines. 

Silas:    What lines, its weed. 

Nancy:   No kids  

Silas:    If you think that when you sell a brick, pieces of it don’t 

end up in fucking high schools  

Nancy:   Tobacco has a history of advertising to children. 

This is followed by the aforementioned quote by Silas in which he defends the pleasure 

of marijuana while criticizing the pharmaceutical industry (8.09).  The scene also 

indirectly reflects the disagreements that exist within the reform movement.  As 

explained in chapter three, there is a wide variance in opinions among those interested in 

drug policy reform as to how exactly drugs should be made available legally and how 

they should be regulated (just as beliefs pertaining to the advertising, taxation, and 

regulation of legally available drugs such as alcohol, tobacco, and pharmaceuticals can be 

similarly divisive).  Limiting youth access is perhaps the least contested aspect of 

imagined reform. 

Allowing the narrative to explore the hypothetical adjustments within an illicit 

industry as it transitions to a regulated economy leads to one of Weeds’s more interesting 

scenes.  Because a tobacco company cannot legally conduct research and development in 

the same way that a pharmaceutical company can, the deal consists of large sums of 
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money in an offshore account in exchange for a commitment.  After Silas and Nancy 

(who becomes a part of the deal) accept the tobacco company’s offer (via a handshake), 

they take a trip back to California and return to the roots of the show.  After purchasing 

land to grow, Nancy is quickly reminded that they have to continue to play by the rules of 

the illegal trade.  Conrad explains to her that the territories are all “owned” (meaning run 

by gangs).  She seeks out Guillermo (one of the several interestingly complex Latino 

characters featured in seasons three through five), who is back on top of one of the gangs.  

They did not depart as friends, and so the scene in which she confronts him publicly to 

talk immediately becomes yet another tense situation involving guns drawn and pointed 

at Nancy.  But Guillermo agrees to listen.  And Nancy pleads her case: 

Guillermo, I’ve seen the future.  The future is in legalized pot.  You think 

the Chinese, the Vietnamese gangs are tough.  Corporations are the 

biggest thugs you’ve ever seen.  I’m offering you an in.  You let us grow 

here, I make you a shareholder. Ground floor.  Forget Guillermo García 

Gómez criminal, now its Guillermo García Gómez board member… 

Gonna stay here, this low level gangster shit?  Or are you going to go into 

the future with us. (8.11)  

In the future, ten years later, we see that Guillermo did in fact do well for himself as a 

part of Nancy’s successful venture.
78

    

While not all the regulatory specifics of marijuana’s legalization are made explicit 

(e.g., we do not learn whether advertising is permitted), the future depicts Nancy as the 

chief operator of a company that has dozens of successful coffee shops that sell marijuana 

products.  We also see that marijuana is sold in packs similar to cigarettes behind the 

counter of convenience stores along-side tobacco products (their product is marketed as 
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He also expresses pride in his roots in the drug trade.  He is welcomed into Nancy’s 

home for the celebration of her youngest son’s Bar Mitzvah celebration.  While there, 

Guillermo tells the boy the truth about his biological father’s true role as a powerful drug 

lord and not simply a politician.  He looks back at Esteban with tremendous respect. 
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Puff Dragons).  The vision also reflects the assumption that once legitimate industries get 

involved in the marijuana business, it will become just another part of big business.  This 

is comically and appropriately illustrated with the finale’s conclusion: Starbucks buys all 

50 of their Good Seed coffee shops for “millions.”
79

  

The Wire: Perhaps the Most Counter-hegemonic Drug Discourse Found 

I watched all five seasons of The Wire (HBO, 2002-2008) in the space of a few 

years starting in 2007.
80

  As I have already mentioned, I believe the series to have 

included some of the most counter-hegemonic discourse regarding drug policy.  Before I 

began the dissertation research, I knew that The Wire would offer strong support for my 

research question that regards the relationship between ideology and the commodity 

form.  Series’ creator David Simon has often commented that he could not have made the 

series as it is if not for the economic model of HBO (Simon, 2004).   

Deep down, a little bit of cop show with some support for the status quo.  

Regardless of what many claim, The Wire is essentially still a cop show on several levels.  

And yet, it is considerably more complex than most other crime and police programs on 

television.  Each season of either 12 or 13 episodes revolves primarily around one 

primary police investigation, set in Baltimore, Maryland.  Season one focuses on the 
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While I have not been able to confirm any financial arrangements, it is certainly curious 

as to whether this was an approved and/or paid-for product mention.  Interestingly, the 

original opening sequence was filmed at an actual Starbucks, but then the sign was 

changed to It’s a Grind, which is the name of an actual local chain of coffee shops that 

reportedly did have a financial product placement arrangement with the series (Lidsay, 

2009). 
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Although I watched all five seasons before formally conducting the study, I took close 

notes for the third season (plus a few other episodes).  However, because I did not re-

watch the series for this study, I believe my analysis considerably underrepresents what is 

worthy of discussion.     
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investigation of a large drug organization responsible for several recent murders.  Season 

two retains the drug trade as a back story while expanding the show’s focus to include 

union corruption at the docks and international smuggling (via a mass homicide 

investigation).  (Later seasons include other institutional focuses as well, but the local 

drug trade maintains a constant presence in the series.)  The police involved in the 

investigations are primary characters in the series.  But, unlike most crime shows, the 

subjects of the investigations are primary characters as well.  And so the audience 

becomes intimately familiar with several sides of the story. 

The ways in which The Wire depicts drug issues are markedly atypical for 

television.  The characters involved with the drug trade are complex, realistic, and often 

likable.  The drug organization is shown to have its own form of bureaucratic quirks not 

unlike those of the police.  Further, the police display the kind of flaws seen less often 

among law enforcement characters on television with a substantial amount of alcohol 

consumption and inappropriate behavior.   

However, while one can read into the subtext of the first two seasons a critique of 

our country’s drug policies, especially as indicated by the general futility of the goal of 

stopping the drug trade outright, the overall narrative still suggests that the police are 

performing a necessary job.  After all, these are primarily cops solving murders; not 

authorities policing the drug war per se.  And even as the audience is led to like or 

empathize with many of the drug dealing characters, it is still clear that they are generally 

the bad guys on the show (and some are genuinely villainous).  At the conclusion of 

season one, when local drug kingpin Avon Barksdale and several others in his 

organization are arrested, there is likely some moral satisfaction for the audience (1.12).  
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Conversely, it is likely that viewers share frustration with the police characters when they 

are unable to charge Stringer Bell, Barksdale’s second-in-command, with any crimes 

(1.13).  The fact that most of the drug-dealing characters, even the likable ones, are 

shown committing violent and unsavory acts, helps strengthen a desire for narrative 

satisfaction in seeing them caught and arrested.  Hence, the narrative closure of the first 

season possibly does more to strengthen the moral authority of the policing efforts than 

the complexity of the characters does to question the war on drugs.  

Further, although The Wire is widely regarded as fiercely realistic in its depictions 

of many of the systemic problems that arise within political and institutional 

bureaucracies, there is a notable lack of police corruption in relation to policing the drug 

war.  As Newton (2011) noted, aside from repeated references to police officers “juking 

the stats,” the “real down and dirty on the street, ripping off and robbing dealers, offering 

protection to criminals, taking bribes, putting money and drugs in the pocket, type of 

corruption” is conspicuously missing from The Wire.  Although there is a reference to 

this type of common corruption during the first season when two police officers consider 

pocketing some of the cash found during a drug bust (1.09), and also it is implied that of 

Commissioner Daniels has a corrupt past (1.02), these isolated suggestions do not 

accurately represent the level of corruption known to take place within divisions that 

police the drug trade.  Newton concluded her argument stating that “in choosing not to 

fully follow through the consequences of the corrupting influence of the war on drugs on 

the police, The Wire is clearly not anti-cop.”  

Omar Little, a particularly complex character, at times helps reinforce status quo 

assumptions about the moral character of drug dealers.  Omar is an outright criminal; yet 
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he is a modern day Robin Hood of sorts.  He steals from drug dealers and at times is 

depicted as generous towards others in need.  Despite his violent actions, Omar is an 

extremely popular and well-liked character.  During the second season, Omar testifies in 

court as a witness to a shooting.  When asked about his occupation Omar states, “I robs 

drug dealers.”  When the opposing attorney questions his morality, Omar defends his 

behavior by stating “I never put my gun on no citizen” (2.06).  Hence, Omar reaffirms the 

stigmatizing assumption that drug dealers are not citizens or worthy of the same human 

rights.  

Also significant to the series, as indicated by the title, is the fact that surveillance 

is justified and depicted as necessary in order to do “good police work.”  When legal 

complications slow or prevent the police from establishing a wire tap, the audience might 

share the same frustrations felt by the officers in the major case unit.  Yet even while the 

show operates in a way that might be read as supporting status quo assumptions about 

policing generally, the third season boldly questions and criticizes policing the drug war 

on a level rarely found on television. 

Bunny’s big experiment.  The third season begins with the destruction of the 

housing project towers that were previously a central location for drug dealing and 

associated police efforts (3.01).  Two of the primary police characters from the major 

case unit are reassigned to work in the Western district headed by Major “Bunny” Colvin.  

Six months away from retirement, Colvin is saddened by the state of the city and 

questions the purpose of his 30 years of service.   

During the second episode of the season, one of Colvin’s officers is shot and 

seriously wounded during the course of a routine buy-and-bust gone wrong.  At the end 
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of this episode, Colvin makes a speech to his troops that hints at the direction The Wire 

will take during the third season.  Colvin explains that years ago, when the city banned 

public consumption of alcohol, police struggled with the reality that in lower income 

neighborhoods, the sidewalk often serves as a social setting.  The conflict police faced 

was that while they did not want to just look the other way and create the opportunity for 

complete disrespect, they also did not want to drain all of their policing efforts enforcing 

the new law.  The solution was simply a brown paper bag.  The problem, Colvin 

suggests, is that there is no paper bag for drugs.  As he dramatically drops three vials of 

crack into a bag, the amount of drugs over which the officer was shot, the faces of the 

officers listening suggest that most are clueless as to what their leader is talking about 

(3.02).   

Colvin informs his officers of his plan to “take back the streets” for the 

communities (3.03).  He has located three areas in the district that contain only vacant 

buildings and empty lots.  He explains that these areas will be regarded as “free zones” 

where dealers are permitted to sell drugs under the supervision of the police.  The catch 

then will be that all other areas in the district will be aggressively policed with a zero-

tolerance stance on drug dealing.  While most of the officers seem horrified by the 

ideologically reprehensible concept of essentially legalizing drugs in certain areas, Colvin 

convinces them that it is actually a tactical measure by which, in time, large busts can be 

conducted effectively in these areas once all of the drug trade has moved there.  Of 

course, it is clear to the viewing audience that this is not Colvin’s actual intention but 

simply a means by which to ensure the trust and cooperation of his officers.   
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Setting up the free zones, one of which is nicknamed Hamsterdam, takes time.  

The understandably skeptical drug dealers do not want to move and when the police 

eventually convince them (primarily through excessive and dubiously legal means) the 

problem becomes getting the drug users to go there to buy (3.04).  At one point the police 

actually round up several addicts and drop them off in the free zones (3.05).  Eventually 

the zones flourish. 

Once in full swing, the free zones begin to accomplish some of the goals 

originally sought by Colvin.  There is an overall reduction of crime in the district and 

street corners are returned to the communities (3.06-3.09).  But the zones themselves, 

Colvin admits, are “not pretty.”  When the Deacon, a friend and confidant of Colvin, is 

shown Hamsterdam he refers to it as “hell” and insists that Colvin get health and social 

services involved (3.08).  Although this is somewhat complicated, given that Colvin’s 

superiors, including the Police Commissioner and the Mayor, are not aware of the 

experiment, as mentioned in the previous chapter, eventually harm reduction services 

such as needle exchange are provided in the zones.   

Although the experiment appears to be a success on several levels, it is clear that 

the free zones cannot be kept secret for long.  The top brass are notably pleased and yet 

somewhat alarmed by the precipitous drops in crime numbers that Colvin reports at 

ComStat meetings.  What starts out as a modest 2% drop (3.07) eventually becomes a 

14% drop that can no longer be explained as a simple abnormality in the numbers (3.10).  

But the greater problem proves to be the ideological struggle faced by some of the district 

police officers.  While some of the officers defend Colvin’s experiment, noting that he 

has always “had our back,” some of the other officers express visible frustration.  The 
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situation reaches a head when, in violation of the explicit no-violence rules, a murder 

takes place in Hamsterdam (3.09).  Realizing that the homicide department’s involvement 

will expose everything, some of the officers on the scene decide to move the body (and 

the bullet casings) a few blocks, outside the zone, before they call in the murder.  This 

leads one of the more frustrated officers to call the press (3.09).   

The story is not brought to the public right away because Colvin is able to 

convince the reporter that a major police operation is underway and that a press leak 

would compromise pending arrests, thus managing to buy himself a week (3.10).  

However, the Police Commissioner and the Mayor are made aware of the situation.  

Colvin supplies his bosses and the Mayor evidence of the experiment’s success including 

a stack of letters from community members thanking him for the improvements to the 

neighborhoods.  While the hawkish (and understandably upset) Police Commissioner is 

immediately eager to move in on the zones and make massive arrests, the Mayor is 

cautious.  The Mayor is intrigued by the crime reduction numbers and some of the other 

positive attributes that are brought to his attention.  He holds several meetings during 

which it is clear that he would like to find a way to maintain the free zones without 

committing political suicide (3.10-3.11).
81

  Of course, the conclusion is inevitable.  The 

press and the police descend on the zones, bringing a premature end to the experiment 

(3.12).   

It is easy to imagine how a show relying on more conservative drug discourse 

with a pro-prohibition stance might depict the experiment as a failure resulting only in the 

                                                 

81
Interestingly, Kurt Schmoke, a former mayor of Baltimore who advocates 

decriminalizing drugs, guest starred as an advisor to Mayor Royce in some of the these 

scenes. 
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“hell” first depicted after the initial formation of Hamsterdam.  The positive attributes 

that resulted from the presence of health and social services might not be made explicit.  

In the end, The Wire depicts essentially legalizing (or at least tolerating) drugs as a viable 

option with positive results.   

In a scene that takes place just before the experiment is exposed, Colvin talks with 

Carver about how difficult it has become to do good police work (3.10).  Colvin explains 

his point:  

You call something a war and pretty soon everyone’s gonna be running 

around acting like warriors… And when you at war, you need a fucking 

enemy.  And pretty soon, damn near everybody on every corner is your 

fucking enemy…  And soon the neighborhood you’re supposed to be 

policing, that’s just occupied territory…  Soldering and policing ain’t the 

same thing….  You know the worst thing about this so-called drug war, to 

my mind, it just, it ruined this job. (3.10)  

This, and the speech Colvin makes earlier regarding the brown paper bag 

(3.02), offer some of the most overtly critical discourse regarding the harm drug 

prohibition policies have caused on the relationship between police and the 

communities who are most affected by drugs.  Whereas other shows (such as 

Gangland or Friday Night Lights) might refer to this disconnect that arises 

between members of disadvantaged communities and law enforcement 

authorities, rarely is this framed as a result of the policy and not simply drugs 

themselves. 
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CHAPTER 7 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Television tells stories and people learn from these stories.  Ideas are shaped and 

beliefs formed because of these stories.  Stories matter.  So what do the various stories on 

television involving illicit drugs teach us about drug users, drug dealers, and drug policy?  

This is essentially what I am asking with my first research question.  This is a question 

that I attempted to answer throughout my analysis and will summarize later in the 

chapter.  But at the heart of this dissertation study is the question of whether the 

commodity form of a medium impacts its ideological content.  Hence, before reviewing 

the specific ways I found that drug representations function ideologically (in support of 

or in opposition to dominant drug prohibition perspectives), I will first address the 

primary hypothesis that exists behind the second research question and the relationship 

between the commodity form and ideology.   

In concluding this project, I have had to look back at the research and the process 

and think deeply about what has stood out, what has generated the most questions, and 

what has been the most relevant in terms of my findings.  I have also had to critically 

consider what I wish I had done differently and what I believe to be some of the study’s 

limitations.  Both these lines of reflexive inquiry lend themselves to discussions of future 

possible research projects that I address throughout the chapter.  I conclude the chapter 

(and the study) with a consideration of the mainstreaming of drug policy reform and the 

possible role of television discourse during a period of historic marijuana policy reform 

and a shift in cultural attitudes regarding illicit drugs and drug policy. 
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RQ2: The Commodity Form and Ideology 

For my second research question, I asked: 

RQ2:  Are there patterned differences in the representations and narratives 

involving illicit drugs based on the dominant commodity form of the network for which 

the programming was produced? 

What I was asking is whether there is a relationship/correlation between the 

commodity form of a medium and the ideological skew of its drug-related narratives and 

depictions.   

Considering the way I organized my arguments in the preceding chapters, it 

should be clear that the discussions are often structured in a manner that allowed me to 

first address more dominant, conservative, and pro-drug war discourses before 

considering some of the alternative and more counterhegemonic perspectives.  The 

second parts of chapters five and six, which focus on specific programs and narratives, 

are arranged in a manner that roughly coincides with my overall impression of how 

conservative/critical I perceived each program’s most dominant drug discourse to be 

(although I adjusted this somewhat for the thematic flow of discussion).  Hence, a simple 

review of where in the chapters I discussed various programs suggests strong support for 

the hypothesis that there are indeed patterned differences among drug-related 

representations, narratives, and ideological content based on the commodity form of the 

network.   

While I had expected this variance in the overall amount of conservative vs. 

critical discourse found on any platform, I was surprised at how the delineation seemed to 

be neatly aligned with pre-identified drug discourses (at least in terms of which drug-
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related discourses seem to be most dominant on a particular economic tier of television).  

For example, most of my examples of the more conservative abstinence/just-say-

no/negative-consequences discourses discussed in chapter four come from programs that 

aired on broadcast networks.  Broadcast programs also rely heavily on conservative good 

guy vs. bad guy dealer narratives and frequently include stigmatizing depictions of 

addicts as background characters.  While conservative discourse can be found across all 

three economic models and, to a varying extent, within virtually every program in the 

sample (even HBO’s The Wire, which I argue offers some of the most subversive and 

counter-hegemonic discourse regarding the drug trade and drug policy, also incorporates 

conservative law-and-order discourse at times), it appears most prominently among 

broadcast programs.  The downward-spiral-to-addiction as a negative consequence of the 

choice to use drugs is a common trope within broadcast television aimed at a teen or 

young adult audience (e.g., Beverly Hills, 90210; 90210; One Tree Hill; Brothers & 

Sisters).  Discourse regarding criminal addicts and us-vs.-them policing narratives are 

common on broadcast crime procedurals (e.g., the CSI franchise; NCIS; Bones; and The 

Mentalist). 

While addicts frequently appear in background roles and lead characters often 

suffer downward spirals into addiction on broadcast programs, the vast majority of 

addiction narratives are found on basic cable.  With so many programs on basic cable 

essentially about addiction (and many of them reality-based), there are abundant 

examples of addiction-as-disease discourse, as well as many examples of stigmatizing 

depictions of addicts on basic cable programs.  Basic cable also offers the most of what 

might be described as “stoner comedy,” and many of the grittier policing perspectives.  
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Basic cable seems to offer the most examples of layered, competing, and contradictory 

drug discourses.  Among the programs in the sample that I consider to have the highest 

degree of internal conflict with regard to competing layers of drug discourse (e.g., 

Breaking Bad, The Cleaner, and Intervention), most are from basic cable networks.  This 

could be seen as consistent with the hypothesis given that basic cable’s economic model 

relies on a hybrid audience/content-based commodity that is somewhere in between the 

other two platforms.   

Perhaps the strongest indication of support for the research question’s proposition 

is the fact that, aside from a few notable exceptions (which will be discussed), most of the 

programs that contain the most counter-hegemonic drug discourse were produced for 

subscription networks (e.g., The Wire, Weeds, Nurse Jackie, and Entourage).  Of course, 

much of this variance in drug-related discourse across platforms is as likely tied to other 

factors as it is to the influence of the commodity form.  

Contributing Factors 

While the sample took advantage of the relative comparability of entertainment 

programming across the three distinct economic models of television, there are 

differences among platforms in terms of genre, audiences, and other institutional 

considerations that are also likely to influence content.   

Genre.  Many of the broadcast programs in the sample are episodic, in contrast to 

the basic cable and subscription sample which included more serial programs, often with 

narrative complexity and storylines that span an entire season or longer.  As noted in the 

description of the sample, many of the programs chosen from both types of cable 

platform deal predominantly with drug-related issues, while most of the programs from 
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broadcast networks were identified through word searches of episode guides.  In episodic 

programs, such as crime procedurals, the characters involved with illicit drugs are more 

likely to be secondary characters and the narratives more likely to be concluded within 

the timeframe of a single episode.  Further, genre constraints often contribute to the 

dominance of good guy vs. bad guy storylines, leaving fewer opportunities for the moral 

complexity found in serial programs.   

Although I cannot conclude definitively how specifically this factor contributes to 

my overall assessment, it is worth noting that almost all of the reality-based programs 

that I watched for the sample are from basic cable networks (e.g., Gangland, 

Intervention, and Celebrity Rehab).  Without making too broad of a conjecture, it is clear 

that at a minimum the language used and discourse practices on reality television 

programs are often more direct and less ambiguous because of the use of voice-over 

scripting and direct-to-camera addresses.   

It is also worth noting that comedies generally have a greater potential for 

subversive and counter-hegemonic content.  However, as there appears to be a roughly 

even distribution of comedies proportionally to other genres across all three tiers of 

television, this distinction does not seem to impact the comparative findings of this study.  

If anything, a comedy exception could account for many of the relatively rare instances 

of counterhegemonic drug discourse that is found on broadcast networks (e.g., Family 

Guy, How I Met Your Mother, and Parenthood).   

Social responsibility and public interest obligations.  Another consideration is 

that broadcasters face a public interest obligation for their use of the public airwaves 

(which cable networks are not legally required to meet), and so it is possible that 
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broadcasters shy away from controversial subject matter (e.g., drug use without negative 

consequences) as a means of avoiding complaints filed through the FCC.  However, this 

is less likely to be a major mitigating factor given that the legal restrictions on content 

pertain primarily to indecency.  In actuality, self-regulation as a means of not offending 

various stakeholders including advertisers, parent groups, and public health advocates is 

far more likely to impact content than any form of government regulation.  However, it is 

worth noting that for a short period during the late 1990s, broadcasters received credit for 

anti-drug storylines within programs to offset Congressionally-mandated matching 

requirements for airing anti-drug PSAs (Forbes, 2000).  This practice ended after only 

one year after controversy erupted when it was publicly revealed.
82

 

Public interest obligations aside, it is important to note that most of the programs 

in the sample intended for a younger audience (i.e., the teen dramas) appeared on a 

broadcast network.  Social norms dictate that storylines intended for a young audience 

should feature socially responsible lessons, which, with regard to drugs, is often 

abbreviated to “just say no.”  Health professionals, parent groups, and critics of 

television’s effects on children likely stand united in the view that depictions of drug use 

                                                 

82
One of the stipulations of the ONDCP’s Drug-Free Media Campaign Act was that 

networks had to match government’s spending on ant-drug PSAs with free airtime.  As 

Forbes (2000) reported, to offset the fact that it was hugely unpopular with broadcasters, 

agreements were made behind closed doors between the networks and the ONDCP so 

that programs with the right anti-drug message included in the content could earn the 

network credit toward free airtime requirements.  Many of the principals involved with 

shows that received credit, including writers, directors and even some producers, claim to 

have not known anything about the deals that were struck.  Beverly Hills, 90210 was 

among the dozen or so shows that Forbes reported as having received credit. 
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should warn of negative consequences.
83

  Just as media depictions that glamorize 

cigarette smoking are considered irresponsible, representing illicit drugs as pleasurable or 

fun would be regarded as extremely irresponsible.  Unfortunately, this view likely 

translates also into the belief that harm reduction messages are incompatible with the 

presumably more socially responsible just-say-no messages.  As one of McKinley’s 

(1997) subjects noted with regard to David’s storyline on Beverly Hills, 90210, “drug 

addiction is a real-life problem… and it is important for television to convey the message, 

‘Don’t do this’” (p. 161).  These are the types of pressures from stakeholders that, legal 

public interest obligations aside, broadcasters may feel more strongly than cable networks 

do. 

In chapter four, I noted that in addition to depictions of characters facing 

problems with familiar illicit drugs such as cocaine, methamphetamines, and heroin, it is 

not uncommon for a character to have a drug problem with unnamed or unspecified drugs 

(e.g., Adrianna on 90210; Justin on Brothers & Sisters).  Not naming a specific drug may 

be understood to be more socially responsible because it avoids the risk of 

unintentionally glamorizing a specific drug.  Similarly, depictions of marijuana use are 

often only implied or hinted at rather than made explicit (e.g., Big Bang Theory, and 

frequently on That 70’s Show).  (This may be more common among depictions of 

marijuana use that have minimal or no negative consequences.)  It seems logical that it 

would be easier for writers to include vague or implied marijuana drug use (via knowing 

references) in order to remain socially responsible and mindful of stakeholders (e.g., 

                                                 

83
There are even awards (Prism Awards) that are given for television programs that 

represent drug and alcohol use and abuse in a manner deemed to be “socially 

responsible.”   
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PTC, advertisers, and the FCC) without having to necessarily include negative 

consequences. 

Other market considerations.  Another mitigating factor is that subscription 

networks actively seek to program controversial and subversive material in order to 

provide “distinctive, high-quality, edgy, worth-paying-for service” (from a comment 

made by HBO chairman and CEO Chris Albrect in 1995, as quoted by Edgerton, 2008, p. 

8; italics added).  While acknowledging the relevance of HBO’s commodity form, 

Jaramillo’s (2002) analysis of the network’s historical and political economic conditions 

suggests that there are other distinct institutional imperatives that lead to content variation 

as a form of “product differentiation” (p. 64).   

Basic cable’s commodity audience is often distinct from the broadcast networks’ 

because cable channels often target specific audience segments.  Channels such as MTV 

or Comedy Central may find a larger percentage of their audience to be either drug users 

or tolerant of drug use and hence may be more likely to include pleasure and 

normalization discourses.  Several years ago, when I first watched The Wire, I had 

predicted that it would never air on a network with commercials because of its subversive 

content.  However, it was picked up for syndication by the basic cable channel BET.  But 

because the network has a primarily African American audience, its advertisers are not 

seeking the same commoditized audience as those that purchase airtime on broadcast 

networks.  Advertisers that are interested in reaching an African American audience do 

not necessarily demand the same hegemonic-affirming content to promote their wares 

since they are often not included in the dominant hegemonic class (or, what Gandy 

[2004] identified as the “good demos”).  (Interestingly, BET paid only $100,000 per 
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episode of The Wire [Mahan, 2006], in comparison with A&E, which paid roughly $2.5 

million per episode of The Sopranos [Steinberg, 2008]).  

Re-thinking the Research Design 

Despite these many additional factors that contribute to the variation across the 

three economic tiers of television, I am confident that the commodity form does influence 

content.  As a qualitative study my aim has been to look for “patterned differences.”  

However, in considering this research question specifically, I have often found myself 

considering various programs and storylines through the lens of a quasi-quantitative filter 

that ranks and compares ideological function in an ordinal sense from extremely 

conservative, pro-drug war support to extremely critical challenge of prohibition policies.  

I believe that critical discourse analysis was the appropriate tool for the study, especially 

in answering the foundational first research question.  However, I have recognized that it 

does not necessarily provide the best means for answering a research question that can be 

operationalized.  A hypothetical quantitative study could be designed to possibly control 

for many of the contribution factors identified (especially by moving analysis from the 

platform level to the program level).  A quantitative study might also allow for a more 

nuanced political economic assessment that accounts for several variables including 

production costs, ratings (both live and subsequent), relevant earnings indicators, and 

perhaps specific synergistic and advertising partners if applicable, all in relation to coded 

ideological content.  Of course, any attempt to quantify or code ideological content is 

necessarily problematic.   

Ranking ideological function.  I first began to think about this hypothetical, 

parallel study while trying to assess an overall “value” for some of the more complex 
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programs and narratives (particularly those discussed in the second parts of chapters five 

and six, as my intention from an early point was to order my discussions within the 

chapters in a ranked fashion).
84

   

As noted, many of the programs on basic cable channels offered the most internal 

contradictions and hence became the most relevant in terms of attempting to assign 

comparative values to their conservative/counter-hegemonic function.  Determining an 

overall comparative value for a program such as Breaking Bad (which arguably contains 

the most complex and contradictory layers of drug discourse in the sample) is especially 

challenging.  In considering how programs and narratives with discursive complexity 

rank or compare with one another, I found Fairclough’s (1995) discussion of the orders of 

discourse to be helpful.  Fairclough noted that when multiple discourse practices are 

present in a single text/institution a tension exists that is meaningful in itself and allows 

for a range of readings, some critical.  Yet often an order among the competing 

discourses is apparent and certain discourses will dominate others.  In this sense, I found 

Breaking Bad’s balance to privilege the more conservative discourses even while also 

offering plenty of disruptions to the dominant discourse.
85

  It is worth noting that this 

finding of a conservative skew does not support the primary propositionof the study 

                                                 

84
Although this was not designed as a quantitative study, because it was conducted on a 

fairly large scale, it is possible to imagine a way in which the narratives and 

representations could be coded in a manner that might provide quantified evidence to 

further illustrate a distinction in the ideological function regarding drugs/drug policy 

according to economic model.   

85
Although I originally wrote this after watching only the first four seasons, I still agree 

with my overall reading.  However, I will admit that I did find the series as a whole to be 

somewhat more critical when viewed through its entirety.  It is also worth noting here 

that I will discuss the value of a possible reception study of Breaking Bad later in the 

chapter.   
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since, even though AMC is a basic cable channel with advertising, Breaking Bad as a 

program has a high value as a commodity itself, which leads to my next suggestion. 

Reconsidering the level of comparison.  Assuming one could find a way to 

quantify ideological function according to a conservative/critical binary, it would make 

sense to design the research in a way that analyzes individual programs, rather than 

platforms, according to their economic function.  The three tiers of television used in this 

study can be considered as distinct with broadcast networks relying primarily on an 

audience commodity, premium subscriptions networks relying primarily on the content as 

commodity, and basic cable networks relying on a hybrid combination of both audience 

and content commodity.  In actuality, broadcasters also rely on a hybrid model (through 

increased reliance on retransmission fees), and there is more variance on the program 

level, particularly within the basic cable tier.  The economic function of any media text 

can be fluid and complex.  Every media product is to some extent hybrid in that it has 

value as a commodity in itself and it has the potential to attract eyeballs that are in turn 

valued.  For example, a book is primarily a commodity unto itself, but it can still be used 

to attract an audience that has value in its own right, either as synergistic value to a parent 

corporation apt to produce other products that can market around the book, or, recently, 

in a more literal sense now that “free” e-books (e.g., via Kindle Fire) can be had for the 

cost of being exposed to ads.   

Recently it has become standard that most television programs are viewable well 

beyond their original airing, and with far more accessibility than the occasional 

syndication of re-runs.  Through this extended exhibition, television programs can 

continue to draw value either through direct sales, as part of a subscription service, or 
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through presentations with ads.  What is often telling (and can serve as a test of a 

program’s true commodity function) is an assessment of how a program can be watched 

online weeks or months after initially airing on television.  Basic cable programs such as 

Mad Men, Breaking Bad, and Sons of Anarchy are produced to be profitable and have 

longevity primarily as commodities themselves.  (Their budgets alone suggest that they 

would not have been green-lit if there was not faith in their commodity content value.)  

Accordingly, these shows tend to have more restrictive online viewing options.  While 

some of these types of shows can be watched online for free with a subscription to a 

service such as Netflix, Hulu Plus, or Amazon Prime, more often the programs are only 

available via DVD or through a pay-per-stream model offered by Apple’s iTunes, 

Amazon Prime, or newer services such as VUDU.com.  Conversely, many programs can 

be streamed online for “free” with commercials, either through Hulu or often through a 

network’s own website.  This is the case for most broadcast programs and a large portion 

of lower budget and reality-based basic cable programming. 

 Although most of the examples of counter-hegemonic drug discourses appeared 

on pay cable channels, Fox’s Family Guy, a broadcast program that offered up some of 

the most critical policy discourse in the sample, serves as an interesting exception.  As 

explained in the first chapter, Family Guy’s commodity form is distinct because, although 

it was previously cancelled due to low ratings, the show was renewed a few years later 

because of the success of its DVD sales (McKinley, 2005).  Hence, the network (whose 

parent company also produces the show) recognized that it had value as a commodity 

unto itself beyond the value of the commodity audience it produced.   
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In short, there ends up being two different kinds of entertainment programs that 

get produced: those that producers believe consumers will directly (or indirectly via 

premium services) pay to watch; and those that producers believe are best suited to get 

people to sit through ads.  Content produced for the second purpose necessarily needs to 

be more compatible with the more hegemonic needs of advertisers.   

Specific advertisers and advertiser types.  Such a study might also more 

meaningfully account for specific advertisers associated with particular programs.  This is 

a consideration that I had hoped to address within this study in a more meaningful way 

but was unable to do with appropriate rigor.
86

  I had originally wanted to log actual 

advertisements shown during a few different programs as a means of identifying a 

possible relationship or pattern in terms the of types of advertisement run (specifically 

with regard to percentages of ads from pharmaceutical or alcohol companies)  in relation 

to the dominant drug discourse.  A previous study I conducted compared the British 

television mini-series Traffik (Channel 4, 1989) with the Hollywood film version Traffic 

(Soderbergh, 2000) and the USA Network television mini-series Traffic (USA, 2004).  In 

that study, I considered the advertisements that aired during the American basic cable 

version (a remake which provided far and above the most conservative, pro-drug war 

discourse of the three versions) and found it interesting that 17% of the commercials that 

aired were for pharmaceutical products (Flener, 2006).   

I was curious as to whether the advertisements shown during some of the 

programs considered for this study would produce similarly interesting findings.  This 

seemed like an especially relevant consideration after noticing that basic cable dominated 

                                                 

86
I ended up watching the majority of programs through DVD or online streaming after 

original airing and without commercials.   
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with regard to addiction-as-disease discourse.  The observation even lead me to 

hypothesize that there could be a relationship between the percent of pharmaceutical 

drugs advertised and the dominant drug discourses present in a particular program.  

However, from the limited data I was able to collect, my findings were unremarkable.
87

  

Attempting a different strategy relying on Ad$ Summary reports that break down ad 

spending by different product types across media (Kantar Media, 2011) also, 

unfortunately, did not provide the support for the hypothesis that I had hoped to find.
88

  

Regardless, I maintain that advertisers as stakeholders do matter and that there could 

possibly be a relationship between the dominant discourse of a program and the type of 

advertisers that support it that my preliminary investigations were unable to reveal.  
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Intervention had notably few advertisements for pharmaceutical drugs with the 

exception of a couple ads for allergy medicines.  There were, perhaps not surprisingly, 

ads for drug treatment and rehabilitation centers during both Intervention and The 

Cleaner.   

88
Using an Ad$ Summary report by Kantar Media (2011), I was able to compare ad 

spending on broadcast (local, national, and syndication) and cable television for 

pharmaceuticals, other health and medicine products, beer and wine, and liquor (which 

can only be advertised on cable).  In contrast to my hypothesis, pharmaceutical, health, 

and medical companies spend more money to advertise on broadcast networks (most 

notably through syndicated programming), both as a percent of all spending on the 

medium and as a percent of their total spending in comparison to the overall ratios of 

spending by medium.  Health and medicine (which includes pharmaceuticals) account for 

5.7% of all basic cable ads in comparison to accounting for 7.1% of all broadcast ads.  

Considered differently, the ratio of spending by health and medicine companies for 

broadcast to cable is about 2.5:1, in comparison to the ratio of all ad spending 

broadcasting to cable, which is almost exactly 2:1.  Hence, health and medicine 

companies actually spend a higher proportion of their ad spending money on broadcast 

television over basic cable than on average.  (Although this skew is largely attributed to 

heavier spending on syndicated programming).  The one interesting data point I was able 

to extract from the report is that the 17% of advertisements that aired during Traffic 

(2004) that were for pharmaceuticals and medical services represents a much higher 

percent than the 5.7% of all basic cable advertising that is purchased by 

medical/health/pharmaceutical companies. 
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Altering the variable.  Drug ideologies provide a unique and productive means 

by which to test the hypothesis.  Part of the usefulness is that various drug and drug 

policy-related ideologies do not fall neatly along the more familiar liberal/conservative; 

democrat/republic; socialist/capitalist binaries.  Although I have relied on a 

conservative/critical binary with regard to drug policy-related perspectives (i.e., for 

prohibition/for reform), what is interesting is that these varying views do not necessarily 

line up in sync with the more traditional spectrum of political ideologies.  There are many 

conservative republicans and libertarians who (albeit for different reasons) are as strongly 

opposed to our current drug prohibition policies as any liberal democrats are.  However, 

if testing the hypothesis that the commodity form impacts ideological content, ideological 

binaries could be used.  While I imagine that it would be fairly easy to find support for a 

study built around a socialist/capitalism binary, it would be interesting to see if the 

commodity form influences depictions and representations with regard to other less 

obvious binary ideological perspectives. 

Why It Matters 

The findings from this dissertation study support the assertion that why a 

television program is produced from an economic standpoint matters in terms of its 

ideological content.  If a program is produced to indirectly sell cars, phones, and 

shampoo, it is apt to function differently than if it is produced simply to be sold as a 

commodity itself.  Gerbner (1999) wisely noted that “in a consumer-oriented 

broadcasting system the poor and disenfranchised have no place except when involved 

with crime, drugs, violence” (p. xiii).  In other words, the poor and the disenfranchised do 

not buy cars and phones and hence matter less as an audience, and so their stories matter 
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less.
89

  Individual advertisers may act as stakeholders with a particular television network 

and/or television production company.  (I provided some anecdotal evidence of this in 

chapter three.)  However, it is more likely that the sway in content (toward more 

conservative discourse) is the result of the market environment in which advertisers are 

the primary clients of the industry.  Of course, how exactly influence may or may not get 

asserted is a question for an industry study.  But what I am claiming is that the 

commodity form does matter.   

At a time when our media landscape is radically re-inventing itself on various 

platforms and under different models, being able to recognize the commodity form of a 

media text and understanding its possible influence can strengthen one’s media literacy.  

There will always be a demand for an audience commodity.  Hence, there will continue 

to be a need for content that produces an audience commodity.  Perhaps if the market 

shifts such that audiences become increasingly willing pay for “quality” television 
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While there is a fair amount of counter-hegemonic drug discourse broadly (especially 

with regard to marijuana), only a small portion of this critical and alternative discourse 

addresses issues regarding the connections between socio-economic disadvantage and 

drug-related problems.  Contributing to this lack of discourse is the under-representation 

of socio-economically disadvantaged people on television in general (the group that 

suffers the most from criminalized drug polices and their unfair enforcement).  When 

characters with socio-economic disadvantage are featured as primary characters, 

counterhegemonic discourse is perhaps more likely to be present.  From my sample, the 

only two programs to feature primary characters of this category were Friday Night 

Lights and The Wire.  The only other poor people that appeared in narratives were more 

often on the other side of the story (meaning, generally not sympathetic or well 

developed, often disposable, and possibly stigmatized).  Subjects of the reality programs 

Gangland often are (or were) socio-economically disadvantaged, and there are a few 

examples from Intervention (although subjects more typically represent middle class 

backgrounds and may only be living in poverty because of their drug problems).  

However, the narrative on these reality programs infrequently addressed the cyclical 

relationship and its more complex political underlying factors. 
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programs either through direct sales or via subscription, it may become easier for 

producers working under this model to include more counter-hegemonic perspectives.    

RQ1:  How Television Supports and Challenges Dominant Perspectives 

Before any type of comparative analysis could be made, I had to first understand 

how various narratives and discourse patterns function ideologically.   

The questioned asked is: 

RQ1: How do representations of illicit drug use and the drug trade in 

entertainment television programs support and/or challenge dominant ideology about 

drug use and the United States’ current drug prohibition and “drug war” policies?   

Some of the notable patterns of representation, narrative, and discourse identified 

include: 

 Cautionary tales regarding the negative consequences of drug use are common.  

These are generally told through depictions of sympathetic drug-using characters. 

 The law is often framed as able to help drug users.  Further, drug users on 

television rarely face meaningful punitive consequences for their illicit use. 

 Depictions of individuals with drug dependence and addiction problems are 

frequently stigmatizing. 

 Policy is under-acknowledged as a factor that contributes to the harms associated 

with drug dependence problems. 

 Certain drugs are commonly framed as inherently dangerous.  There is a soft vs. 

hard drug distinction and marijuana in particular is treated differently than most 

other illicit drugs. 

 There is a noticeable lack of harm reduction discourse. 

 Drug dealers are commonly depicted as bad guys and not infrequently as evil.   

 Law enforcement efforts are commonly framed as morally appropriate and 

necessary. 

 The role of policy is rarely identified as contributing to violence associated with 

drugs.   
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 However, there are many counter-hegemonic exceptions to these dominant trends, 

and there appears to be a notable increase in such depictions in recent years.  

(This finding will be discussed in the Concluding Remarks section of the chapter.)  

In the following sections, I hope to illustrate how some of these patterns serve to 

support or occasionally challenge dominant ideological beliefs regarding drug prohibition 

policies.
90

   

Cautionary Tales of Sympathetic Drug Users vs. Stigmatizing Depictions of Addicts  

Television’s countless cautionary tales regarding the negative consequences of 

drug use commonly feature sympathetic characters.  These characters are often framed as 

victims of the drug itself, of a trauma, and/or of a bad relationship.  Such narratives and 

sympathetic frames are apt to offer support for the perspective that sees the drug problem 

as a public-health matter.  Such sympathetic frameworks can humanize drug users in a 

way that implies that individuals with substance dependence problems should be treated 

by medical professionals and not through the criminal justice system.  In fact, such 

narratives routinely deny the criminal punishments that drug users face.  Although an 

arrest might be presented as a possible negative consequence of drug use, more often the 

threat of criminal justice penalties is framed as a positive means to help drug users and 

addicts get the help they need to get clean.  The reality is that criminal justice penalties do 

not help drug users, can be quite severe, and almost always exacerbate drug users’ 

problems, even if only because of the barriers created by the existence of a criminal 

record.  As discussed in chapter four, the fact that the more sympathetic drug-using 

characters on television are rarely shown to suffer any meaningful punishment (even 

                                                 

90
I have chosen to write from a perspective that is admittedly more activist than 

academic.  If the discussion of my findings suggests a bias, it is because I am writing 

from a critical perspective that is decidedly on one-side. 
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when arrested), contributes to an overall denial of the actual harms that the criminal 

justice system creates for drug users.   

However, there is a definite division within the sample between the more 

sympathetic drug-using subjects of moral tales and the less-sympathetic, often nameless 

junkies, tweakers, and addicts who frequently serve as background characters on crime 

procedurals and dramas such as Breaking Bad and The Cleaner.  Such stigmatizing 

depictions can be read as helping to justify policies that disregard or devalue the civil and 

human rights of drug users and addicts.  For example, although prohibition policy plays a 

significant role in the relationship between drug use and criminal behavior, both by 

inflating the cost of drugs under black market conditions, and by criminalizing users such 

that it can be more difficult to hold a job or receive public assistance, this is rarely 

suggested.  Criminal acts such as theft are often framed as the result of either the drugs 

themselves or the criminal nature of the individuals while the socio-economic realities 

tied to criminalized prohibition policies and a black market economy are consistently 

under-emphasized.  These far-too frequent criminalizing depictions of individuals with 

substance dependence problems in the sample are apt to support the perspective that the 

criminal justice system is the most appropriate means of dealing with the problem of 

addiction.  Policing drug users can be justified as a public service if it helps (or at least 

has the appearance of helping) to get individuals who commit property crimes off the 

streets. 

Whether a drug user is framed as sympathetic or in a more negative and 

stigmatizing manner seems to depend on a few factors.  The primary factor is whether the 

character is a principal character, or a supporting or temporary character.  Beyond that, 
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the reason why a character chooses to uses a drug (at least initially) appears to contribute 

to how sympathetically a character is likely be depicted.  Sympathetic character often use 

drugs for instrumental purposes while drug use for pleasure is less tolerated and more 

frequently condemned by the narrative.  Even among the sympathetic drug-using 

characters of the many downward spiral narratives, most of whom initiate their drug use 

as a means of coping with a problem, if depicted at a later point in the narrative using 

drugs to party or for fun, the character will usually be framed in a more negative light and 

depicted as being selfish and behaving badly.  Among the stigmatized depictions of 

background addicts, although the initial reason for the use is not always evident, frequent 

suggestions of an addict’s love of the high implies that pleasure is the primary reason for 

the drug use.  (The most contemptible example being Spooge’s woman [or Skank] on 

Breaking Bad [2.06].)  And, of course, which specific drug(s) a character uses factors into 

how sympathetic the depiction will be. 

Soft Drugs vs. Hard Drugs:  Framing Certain Drugs as Inherently Dangerous 

Most of the programs from the study that include depictions of both marijuana 

and other drugs tend to emphasize a hard drug versus soft drug distinction (including 

Mad Men, Entourage, Breaking Bad, and most notably Weeds).  Nancy Botwin on Weeds 

frequently makes it clear that she will only deal marijuana (although later, as a 

pharmaceutical rep, she promotes ADD medicine).  After learning that his mother is a 

drug dealer, Silas asks her if she sells any drugs other than marijuana.  She explains that 

she sells “just weed – because I think coke and meth are dangerous drugs that destroy 

lives.  I think pot smoking is basically a victimless crime” (2.06).  While several 

characters on Weeds smoke marijuana frequently with at worst only comical 
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consequences, the one character who tries cocaine almost immediately develops a 

problem (although, admittedly, it is depicted in a mocking fashion) (4.08-4.12).  

Similarly, marijuana use is never problematic for the characters on Entourage but cocaine 

is. 

Interestingly, marijuana is not the only drug that is given a pass and represented 

without the requisite negative consequences (and in particular, within the programs 

mentioned above that distinguish marijuana).  Psychedelic mushrooms are depicted as 

relatively non-harmful on Entourage (5.05); ecstasy (MDMA) and the hallucinogen 

Ayahuasca are enjoyed without serious consequences on Weeds (1.10; 4.10); and LSD is 

depicted fairly positively on Mad Men (5.06).  

Of course, there are physiological differences among various illicit drugs that 

arguably warrant a hard/soft drug distinction.  Marijuana is widely accepted to be far less 

harmful than alcohol and most psychotropic drugs.  Although quantifying the potential 

harmfulness of various drugs has the potential to be contentious and political, one 

commonly used rubric assesses both the physical harm that a drug can cause the body and 

the potential for developing a dependence problem with the drug (both of which are 

exacerbated by a drug’s legal status) (Nutt et al., 2007).  By this metric, heroin is 

generally regarded as having the greatest potential for harm with tobacco, cocaine, and 

methamphetamines also scoring high.  The illicit drugs depicted casually or without 

serious consequences are almost always drugs that rank in a safer category.   

Drug use can be depicted as casual (occasional, recreational) or problematic 

(including use that leads to or is part of a dependence problem/addiction).  Heroin, 

cocaine, and methamphetamines are rarely depicted in the former category, implying that 
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any and all use of these specific drugs will lead to dependence problems.  These drugs are 

commonly defined as inherently dangerous because of their risk for dependence (such as 

when a doctor on Grey’s Anatomy describes methamphetamines to a patient as “addictive 

and very dangerous” [4.02] or when an interventionist states “no one does recreational 

heroin” [Intervention, 2.01]).   Similarly, certain drugs seem to get a pass specifically 

because they are identified as less likely to lead to addiction.  Defending his use of 

ecstasy (and marijuana), Silas argues, “Listen, I’m not a drug addict.  Yeah I like to do a 

little weed, and trying E for the first time. Rolling was fun.  Totally fun.  I’m not running 

out the door for more” (Weeds, 1.10).  Throughout the series, Nancy makes disparaging 

remarks about crack (e.g., 8.09), heroin (e.g., 3.06), and, interestingly, tobacco (8.09), all 

three of which have relatively higher risks for dependence.   

There is a strong argument for the perspective that distinguishing between hard 

and soft drugs in this way is socially responsible, especially from a harm reduction 

standpoint.  One serious criticism of the “Just Say No” rhetoric that was dominant during 

the 1980s and 1990s, especially within anti-drug campaigns, is that the labeling of 

marijuana as equally as dangerous as heroin and cocaine was both disingenuous and 

irresponsible.  Critics noted that young people could lose respect for anti-drug efforts 

after experimenting with marijuana and discovering minimal consequences.  Consider, 

for example, one of the first scenes discussed in this study, when Nancy Reagan guest 

starred on Diff’rent Strokes (5.22) in 1983 and warns of the dangers of marijuana arguing 

that “there’s no such thing as soft drugs or hard drugs.  All drugs are dumb.”  Hence, the 

more recent normalized depictions of marijuana that suggest a soft/hard drug distinction 

can be understood as an improvement from the past, offering instead the message that 
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even if marijuana use does not lead to the depraved behavior Mrs. Reagan warned of, the 

use of drugs such as heroin, cocaine, or methamphetamines could create serious 

problems.  

However, when the distinction that gets made within narratives rests on the 

physiological properties of a drug alone in condemning or tolerating use, there is an 

implicit assertion that the rights of users of less harmful drugs are somehow more valued 

than the rights of users of hard drugs.  When Nancy on Weeds says that pot smoking is a 

“victimless crime,” the implication is that using other (hard) drugs should still possibly be 

a punishable offense since logic deduces that the use of these drugs does creates victims 

(further stigmatizing users of hard drugs).  Additionally, as discussed previously, many of 

the physical harms of the drugs considered hard are exacerbated by their illegal status.  It 

is also true that criminal prohibition policies create some of the greatest harms for 

individuals with dependence problems.  Hence, much of what makes a drug seem hard 

often has more to do with the resulting lifestyle should a dependence problem to an illicit 

drug arise.  

While drugs vary in their potential for abuse and their physiological harms and 

benefits, drugs are not inherently bad.  People have good and bad relationships with 

drugs.  Many of the drugs often considered to be the most dangerous (e.g., heroin, crack 

cocaine, and methamphetamines) can be used responsibly either instrumentally or 

recreationally (especially when available through safer means).  But this consideration is 

rarely acknowledged.  Further, the reasons why some people develop bad relationships 

with certain drugs are complex and generally pertain to several factors (e.g., personal, 

psychological, environmental, etc.) beyond the physiological properties of the drugs.  
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Additionally, the means by which a drug is consumed (e.g., potency, purity, and means of 

administration) are skewed to be more risk-prone because of prohibition policies.   

The hyperbole regarding the inherent danger of certain drugs flows not just from 

media into the minds of ordinary viewers, but also into the scientific literature, which can 

then influence policy.  The severity of the physiological harms caused by a certain drug is 

often exaggerated not only in popular discourse but also in medical, health, and policy 

discourse.  This has been found to be especially true when a particular drug becomes the 

focus of a moral panic, usually accompanying an increase in the use of a drug.  Much of 

the scientific evidence regarding crack babies (and other problems distinct to crack 

cocaine) that emerged during the late 1980s has since been debunked (Stix, 2011).  

Similarly, a recent study published in Neuropsychopharmacology that analyzed the 

scientific literature regarding methamphetamine found that much of the research tended 

to exaggerate or misrepresent physical harms associated with the drug (Hart, Marvin, 

Silver, & Smith, 2012).  In his review of their article, Stix (2011) noted that “while 

recognizing the potential for abuse, the researchers emphasize that misinterpretations of 

the scientific evidence can wrongly stigmatize drug abusers and lead to misguided 

policymaking.”  

Although warranted and sensible on some levels, what is concerning about a 

hard/soft drug distinction is that the framing of certain illicit drugs as relatively benign 

while simultaneously emphasizing the inherent danger of other illicit drugs may play a 

role in how discourse within the reform movement takes shape moving forward.  In other 

words, if a drug’s relative lack of harm is understood as the primary reason for its 

decriminalization or legalization, the logic could follow that some of the other more 
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harmful drugs should remain prohibited.  The question of prohibition is then reduced to a 

question of how dangerous a drug is and hence broader issues that pertain to corruption, 

the racial disparity of enforcement, and myriad other civil and human rights issues at 

stake are less likely to be considered.  This is a subject that I return to in my concluding 

remarks as it is tied to one of my greatest concerns looking to the future: Will the shift in 

cultural attitudes that is currently under way (and any resulting policy reform) apply to 

marijuana only, or will it carry over to other currently prohibited drugs, including so-

called hard drugs?   

A Lack of Harm Reduction Discourse 

One of the most disappointing findings from the study is the overall lack of harm 

reduction discourse found on television.  When it does appear momentarily, such as on 

Breaking Bad when Jane mentions that they should lie on their side after using heroin to 

avoid choking on vomit or when a medical responder makes a comment about naloxone, 

it is often within the context of far more stigmatizing depictions.  It is likely that part of 

the reason for the lack of harm reduction discourse is that it is often incompatible with the 

more dominant just-say-no message.  Moral tales of negative consequences seem 

particularly resistant to include harm reduction lessons, despite their socially responsible 

value from a public health standpoint.  Similarly, in the case of programs that regard 

addiction as a disease and view sobriety as the primary goal, providing advice on how 

drugs can be used in a way that is safer might appear to send the wrong message. 

It also seems clear that a lack of harm reduction discourse is consistent with the 

proliferation of criminalizing and stigmatizing depictions of addicts.  Addressing the 

shameful policies our country has with regard to access to clean syringes for intravenous 
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drug users, and specifically laws that make the distribution of needles a crime, Viano 

(2002) asked “What kind of images of drug addicts have the American people been fed 

over the decades, for them to acquiesce in a policy that is tantamount to saying, ‘These 

people should die anyway, so let AIDS take them?’” (p. 136).  While some reform has 

occurred since Viano asked the question, sadly, syringe exchange programs exist in only 

35 states and, even in states with such programs, access to clean needles is often limited 

(Green et al., 2011).  Similarly, the images of drug addicts have not necessarily evolved 

as much as one would have hoped.  There are still plenty of depictions of drug addicts on 

television that have the potential to contribute to such hateful views that disregard the 

human rights of a person simply because of the choice to use certain drugs.     

Fighting the Good Fight (and the Denial of Market Logic) 

Storylines involving members of both law enforcement and the drug trade 

generally rely on traditional good guy/bad guy narratives.  These are apt to suggest that 

such policing efforts are justified and provide a public service while masking the harms 

created by prosecuting a war on drugs.  The emphasis is frequently on the evil nature of 

individuals involved with the drug trade and there is a persistent denial of economic 

realities among narratives that obscure the role of policy in drug-related violence.  

Further, corruption by police or government officials is rarely depicted.  When it is, the 

incident is often downplayed or framed as an isolated incident involving one or two bad 

apples.  This obscures not only the amount of corruption that likely occurs among those 

involved with policing the war on drugs, but also the institutionalized incentives for 

corruption and unethical practices that have evolved from the economics of drug policy 

(e.g., forfeiture laws).  Even among examples with subversive or morally complex 
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depictions of drug dealers and law enforcement agents, police are generally presented as 

providing a public service.  Aside from a few note-worthy exceptions (including The 

Wire; to some extent Friday Night Lights; and Harry’s Law), very few examples from the 

study shed light on how such policing efforts actually harm communities and serve in a 

way that can be essentially the opposite of a public service.  (Of course, this is in part 

because television so rarely tells stories about those who are most harmed by the war on 

drugs—i.e., poor and non-white people.)   

In general, narratives rarely provide a framework that highlights the economic and 

political contributions to the violence of the drug trade and the drug war.  Broadly, 

narratives frequently rely on what I would describe as a denial of market logic in 

accounting for the violence.  Even shows such as Breaking Bad and Gangland, which 

draw attention to the enormity of the profit potential in the illicit drug trade, manage to 

re-direct focus in the service of good guy/bad guy narratives.  Weeds, by making parallel 

comparisons between Wall Street, the Pharmaceutical and Tobacco Industries, and the 

illicit drug trade, and by challenging the conventional wisdom of instinctive violence 

among those in the drug trade, is one of the few shows to acknowledge the power of 

market forces in a way that is semi-critical of prohibition policies.  (And, of course, The 

Wire repeatedly addresses the magnitude of this power in an overt critical manner.)  But 

the far more common failure to acknowledge these market forces makes it easier to frame 

the violence within the drug trade as the result of bad individuals and not a logical 

consequence of prohibition policies that create the black market and further dictate many 

of its operational imperative.   

Concluding Remarks 
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The Mainstreaming of Drug Policy Reform  

Although it is true that the sample provides relatively few examples of critical 

drug policy discourse, there does appear to have been a noticeable increase in the amount 

of counter-hegemonic drug discourse within just the past few years.  While this 

perceptible trend may be partially related to the evolving economic structures of media 

industries such that content matters more as a commodity, it could also be a reflection of 

a broader shift in public opinion regarding drugs and drug policy.  The dominant 

ideology regarding illicit drugs and drug policy remained relatively stable for roughly 

two decades after Reagan’s war on drugs began in the 1980s, with ongoing popular 

support for drug prohibition policies.  However, that has changed somewhat dramatically 

in recent years.   

In 2009, when I was writing the proposal for this dissertation, the momentum of 

change in popular attitudes was already apparent.
91

  Hence, at the proposal stage of this 

study, I had suggested that there could be a third research question exploring the 

possibility of a relationship between an increasing presence of counter-hegemonic 

discourse regarding drugs on television and a growing drug, or at least marijuana, policy 

reform movement.  However, as was appropriately brought to my attention, my study was 
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At that time, 14 states had policies to allow for medical marijuana use (most of which, 

starting with California in 1996, established the laws through voter initiatives) (National 

Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws, 2009), and Massachusetts had just 

passed a ballot initiative to decriminalize possession of small amounts of marijuana 

(Abel, 2008).  Aside from marijuana policy reform, there were other indicators of the 

shift in attitudes regarding both drug use and drug policy. Academics suggested a 

“normalization thesis” suggesting that drug use is regarded as normal behavior by most 

young individuals (Parker, Williams, and Aldridge, 2007).  Graphs of results from 

Gallup’s opinion polls over several years regarding support for marijuana legalization 

further illustrated this momentum (Saad, 2009). 
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not adequately designed to address the research question proposed.
92

  I concurred and 

acknowledged that such a research question (even without attempting to address 

causality) would be best addressed through either a reception study or a historical study 

performed in the future when (and if) real change in current drug policies were to occur.   

A turning point.  However, the momentum observed in 2009 when I began the 

study only minimally foreshadowed the amount of genuine reform and tremendous shift 

in popular opinions that have occurred during the few years that the research has been 

conducted (2010-2013).  Two states have legalized marijuana with more on the way, and 

Gallop has shown a full crossover with 58% now in favor of legalizing marijuana (Swift, 

2013).  Culturally, the discussion of drug policy reform, and marijuana policy reform 

especially, has moved from the sphere of deviance into the (doughnut-shaped) “sphere of 

legitimate controversy” (Hallin, 1964, p. 116).  And so even though the study was not 

designed to adequately answer the question, because the research was conducted during a 

time period that many have referred to as a turning point, the research does provide some 

evidence to support the claim that a relatively recent increase in counter-hegemonic drug 

discourse on television reflects a change in cultural attitudes regarding drugs and drug 

policy. 

Over the course of conducting the research, I was repeatedly told of examples of 

programs, episodes, and narratives that I should watch for the study (across all three 

levels of television).  I found that increasingly specific television examples that were 

brought to my attention included more subversive and reform-minded discourse.  This 
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The research question posed was:  How does the existence of alternative or counter-

hegemonic ideas about drug use and the drug trade in certain entertainment television 

programs reflect (or contribute to) shifting beliefs in the United States, particularly in 

relation to marijuana and marijuana policies?  



  273 

was especially true of many of the programs discussed in chapter four with regard to the 

marijuana exception (including How I Met Your Mother, Parenthood, The Big Bang 

Theory, and Family Guy).  Perhaps the most surprising discovery was Harry’s Law.  

When I first discovered and watched scenes from the episode of Harry’s Law discussed 

in chapter five, I joked that (because of its inclusion of boldly critical drug policy 

discourse on a broadcast network) it single-handedly disproved my dissertation’s primary 

argument.  However, instead its existence offers evidence for a different argument: that 

commercial television can now include more counter-hegemonic content (especially in 

regard to marijuana) in part because the discussion has entered the mainstream. 

When a photo of Olympic medal winner Michael Phelps smoking marijuana at a 

party was published by a British newspaper in February of 2009, Kellogg’s, one of his 

sponsors, publicly announced that they would not renew Phelps’s contract.  The decision 

by the company arguably backfired when a wave of criticism and a boycott against 

Kellogg’s emerged (Harper, 2009).  Saturday Night Live produced a segment for 

“Weekend Update with Seth Meyers” in which Kellogg’s was chastised for 

sanctimoniously dropping Phelps with the underlying assumption that occasional 

marijuana use is perfectly normal, especially amongst adult consumers of Kellogg’s 

sugary products (Meyers, 2009).  I noted this incident and its popular reception at the 

proposal stage of the study as an indicator of a change in cultural attitudes regarding 

marijuana acceptance.  

I look back over the past few years and see the Phelps incident in 2009 as 

representing a possible turning point.  Not to give too much credit to the individuals 

behind the call to boycott Kellogg’s, but one can assume that Kellogg’s and other 
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marketers took note of the incident.  Advertisers are, at the minimum, important 

stakeholders and do not want to be associated with content that might be deemed too 

offensive, marginal, or controversial.  Hence, advertisers as influencers are themselves 

heavily influenced by popular opinion.  And as the market senses a shift in popular 

support for drug policy reform, or more specifically marijuana policy reform, television 

programs that rely on an audience commodity will likely start to reflect what is becoming 

normalized in culture.  While this is not an institutional study, I suspect that having a 

character on a popular sitcom say “Don’t do drugs.  Except marijuana.” (How I Met Your 

Mother, 2.12), or having a lead character in a primetime drama give a courtroom speech 

on the benefits of decriminalizing hard drugs (Harry’s Law, 1.01) would have been far 

more difficult to get made just a few years ago, for fear of offending viewers and 

worrying advertisers.    

Television narratives contributing to movement?  While it is safe to assume a 

reflective relationship (between cultural attitudes and narratives/discourse), arguing any 

directionality is obviously problematic (and I am not claiming that my research can offer 

support for such an argument).  However, if Weeds’s vision of the future comes true 

(which, technically, has already started), I imagine that historians will look back and see 

it and other television examples such as Family Guy and perhaps The Wire, and they 

might argue that, yes, these programs contributed to the shifting cultural discourse that 

helped lead to reform. 

As outlined in the introduction, an interest in change for social good is a central 

purpose of critical research. Consideration of the role of media messages not only in the 

reinforcement of the status quo but also in the promotion of social change is an important 
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component of critical cultural studies. As Fairclough (1995) noted, it is often the ruptures 

in stable discourse and the role of media discourse in social change that are the most 

telling.  While scholars differ in how optimistic they are about the possibility for reform 

and as such, some research might focus on how discourse helps reinforce the status quo 

while other studies address how it contributes to social change, most critical scholars 

agree that change does occur and that ruptures in dominant discourse play a role in this 

change.   

Looking historically at CBS’s East Side/ West Side, a socially relevant television 

program broadcast from 1963 to 1964 during the period of the civil rights movement, 

Bodroghkozy (2007) noted an important critical assumption that “television 

programming, both in the production stage (‘encoding’) and in the reception stage 

(‘decoding’) participates in and serves as a terrain for the cultural negotiation over 

changing social and political experiences” (p. 38, citing Hall, 1980).  

The future of reform.  It is quite possible that historians will look back at this 

time period and recognize it, as Newman (2012) did, as “the beginning of the end of the 

war on drugs.” The question that remains is whether this will be seen as a turning point 

for reforming all unjust drug prohibition policies or only those pertaining to marijuana.  

Perhaps marijuana will be a “gateway drug” when it comes to reform and thinking 

critically about the prohibition policies of other currently illicit drugs.  Or, perhaps, as 

The Wire’s creator David Simon worries, marijuana reform will placate many of those 

involved in the movement and the rest will be forgotten (Vulliamy & Ray, 2013).  In part, 

it will depend on how drug policy reform is framed and discussed culturally.  The fact 

that a hard vs. soft drug distinction dominates television narratives, as well as the 
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stigmatizing depictions of methamphetamine, heroin, and sometimes cocaine using 

characters, are indicators that reform is likely to stop with marijuana.  Alternative signs, 

however, include the occasional plots of shows such as Harry’s Law, Friday Night 

Lights, or The Wire  that highlight some of the systemic and racist problems with drug 

laws beyond just marijuana laws.   

However, perhaps the question is not whether marijuana policy reform will serve 

as a gateway to the legalization of hard drugs, but rather whether the cultural discussion 

about marijuana and marijuana policy will lead to a cultural discussion about mass 

incarceration and the civil rights injustices that have been created by our nation’s long-

standing drug war policies.  While there is little evidence that this shift in framing is 

likely based on the sample of narrative television, there are a few recent cultural 

indicators suggesting it could be a possibility.
93

  In a recent Ted
x
 Talk that was widely 

circulated through social media (Weber, 2014), Gabriel Sayegh, the New York State 

Director of the Drug Policy Alliance, argued that going forward we as a society need to 

come to terms with the profound and irreparable harm, and the “generational 

consequences,” that forty years of policy have done to communities of color and black 

communities in particular.  Comparing the war on drugs to both Jim Crow and South 

Africa’s apartheid, Sayegh (2014) argued that beyond simply reforming drug laws there 

needs to be “a truth and reconciliation commission to deal with the legacy of mass 

incarceration in the United States.”   
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 For example, a group of Christian leaders issued an Easter statement calling for the end 

of mass incarceration and the war on drugs (Cadore, 2014), and a policy initiative was 

recently launched by the Obama administration to use the executive pardon power to 

release federal inmates serving long prison terms for non-violent drug crimes sentenced 

under harsh mandatory minimums that have since been recognized as unjust (Papa, 

2014).    
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What We Can Learn from the Study 

For the broader cultural discussion regarding drugs and drug policy to shift 

toward a frame that considers some of the civil and human rights issues involved, 

television may need to start telling different stories.  While a fair amount of counter-

hegemonic drug discourse (especially with regard to marijuana) was found within the 

sample, only a small portion of this critical and alternative discourse addresses the harms 

drug policy has had on communities of color or the myriad issues regarding the 

relationships between race, socio-economic disadvantage, and drug-related problems.  

Contributing to this lack of critical discourse is a lack of sympathetic depictions of people 

of color within drug narratives, as well as a broader underrepresentation of socio-

economically disadvantaged people on television in general.  While there is no shortage 

of representations of non-whites as drug dealer characters, from the sample only a 

handful of the many drug-using characters who are framed in a more sympathetic light 

are non-white.  The few exceptions come from the same three programs mentioned above 

that include critical policy discourse reflecting some of systemic harms of drug policy: 

Regina on Friday Night Lights, Bubble on The Wire, and Harry’s client on Harry’s Law.  

Among the other non-white (or economically disadvantaged) characters to appear within 

the sample, most appear on the “other side” of the story (meaning generally not 

sympathetic or well developed, often disposable, and frequently stigmatized).   

A cultural materialist perspective suggests that we can understand much about a 

culture, its dominant ideology, and its systems of power through an analysis of its cultural 

texts (Williams, 1977).  From this study we can better understand how television 

narratives and representations both reflect and contribute to the ideological belief systems 
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that support such harmful and oppressive drug policies.  The frequent stigmatizing 

depictions of individuals with substance dependence problems as people not worthy of 

basic human rights contributes to the ideological perspective that people who abuse drugs 

should be managed by the criminal justice system.  And although there are many 

sympathetic depictions of (mostly white) drug using characters that offer support for a 

public health approach to handling problems associated with substance use, perhaps the 

greatest support for status quo drug prohibition policies comes from the pervasive  

obscuring and denial of policy harm.  Sympathetic drug-using characters on television do 

not spend hard time in prison the way hundreds of thousands of non-violent drug users do 

in the real world.  Drugs are blamed for the problems drug-using characters face, and 

individuals are blamed for their bad choices.  This is consistent among almost all of the 

narratives.  But rarely are any of the negative consequences faced framed as resulting 

from prohibition policies.   

With regard to representations of the drug trade and the enforcement of the war on 

drugs, the extent to which policy harm is obscured is even further distorted.  There is a 

near absolute denial of the market logic of a black market economy.  Violence associated 

with the drug trade is almost always framed as the result the evil nature of (mostly non-

white) drug dealing characters.  And the moral authority of law enforcement agents 

policing the war on drugs is rarely questioned.     

Of course, while cultural texts most often serve to reinforce dominant systems of 

power, moments of counter-hegemony can disrupt this dominance and can contribute to 

reform.  Among the more discursively complex texts, of which there are many in the 

sample, there are more opportunities for critical and oppositional readings.  Interpreting 
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the value of a series’ counter-hegemonic moments can be analogous to describing a half 

full/half empty glass of water.  In discussing the use of critical discourse analysis, van 

Dijk (2001) emphasized the importance of scholarship that aims to demonstrate how the 

status quo is maintained.  He suggested that an effective critical discourse analysis 

“focuses on the way discourse structures enact, confirm, legitimate, reproduce, or 

challenge relations of power and dominance in society” (p. 353, original italics).   

On the other hand, Fairclough (1995) addressed how discourse analysis can be 

used in a perhaps more optimistic manner.  He suggested that research should focus on 

moments of societal change and “creative” forms of discourse that “reflect areas of 

variability and instability as well as areas of stability” (p. 33).  Fairclough argued that it is 

often through these more complex and creative discourse processes that alternative and 

counterhegemonic ideas emerge.  Considering that we have entered a period of 

substantial reform and a shift in many of the dominant attitudes and beliefs regarding 

drugs and drug policy, it is possible to argue that some of these more counter-hegemonic 

television texts may have contributed to these recent changes. 

But aside from simply illustrating how television narratives support and/or 

challenge dominant ideological beliefs regarding drug prohibition policies, the research 

also provides compelling evidence of a relationship between the commodity form of a 

cultural text and its ideological content.  The study can also offer a model by which 

future research might further test this relationship.  The roughly 15 years between the late 

1990s and the early 2010s will be a time period that television historians will be able to 

look back to and conduct other critical comparisons of programming from these three 

distinct economic platforms of television.  Prior to this time period, cable networks were 
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not producing enough original programming to warrant a comparison.  Toward the end of 

this time period, as television transforms within a digitally converged landscape, the 

distinctions between platforms are weakened.  Increasingly television programming that 

does not need to be watched live (e.g., news, sports, and award shows) is produced with 

the intention that it will have value as a commodity itself.  Further, while broadcasters 

have been paid retransmission fees by cable providers since the early 1990s, it is only 

very recently that this revenue has represented a substantial amount of their earnings.  

And the future economic models of television almost certainly be transformed even more.  

Television can no longer be considered as separate from what is viewed online.  

Additionally, there are currently two significant communication policy issues being 

decided by the Supreme Court and the FCC that have the potential to create further 

disruptions to how we understand television.
94

  In short, this period with three 

competitive platforms of commercial television, each with a distinct economic model, is 

already drawing to a close.  But whether taking advantage of this historically unique 

period of television as a basis for comparison or designing an alternate study that 

operationalizes the audience vs. content commodity form, this study opens up the 

opportunity for further research explorations that can test the impact that the commodity 

form has on the ideological content of cultural texts.   

                                                 

94
 The Supreme Court’s pending decision for ABC v. Aereo has the potential to upend 

broadcasters’ reliance on retransmission fees and dismantle the system of bundling cable 

packages, forcing channels to compete in an à la carte fashion.  Or, it could have an 

opposite result and strengthen the economic power of broadcasters.  And if FCC 

Chairman Tom Wheeler’s recent proposal of policy changes regarding broadband 

regulation and network neutrality becomes a reality, the economic model relied on by 

cable distributors will be strengthened while those of newer online streaming services 

will be weakened.   



  281 

The research findings are important because they strengthen and advance some of 

the key theoretical propositions used in the study.  A cultural materialist perspective 

suggests that cultural texts take on a dual material function as both commodities 

themselves and as a key component in the reproduction of hegemony (which then serves 

to manage possible problems arising from unequal power relations).  This study’s 

analysis of drug narratives furthers this assumption by offering evidence of this 

relationship between cultural texts and hegemonic beliefs.  But Williams’s (1977) 

conception of cultural materialism, which reconfigures the base/superstructure model, 

also implies that critical research needs to account for both cultural/ideological and 

political economic considerations.  By drawing attention to a direct relationship between 

the commodity form and the ideological function of television narratives, the research 

strengthens the bridge between critical cultural studies and critical political economy.   
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APPENDIX A 

SAMPLE ARRANGED BY PLATFORM 

(Number of episodes watched; Number of episodes cited) 

Broadcast Network Programs (Audience Commodity) 

Programs from the past: 

Beverly Hills, 90210 (Fox, 1990-2000) 

3

7 

2

5  

Different Strokes (NBC, 1978-1986) 2 2  

Freaks & Geeks (NBC, 1999-2000) 1 1  

Growing Pains (ABC, 1985-1992) 1 1  

Hill Street Blues (NBC, 1981-1987) 2 0  

Miami Vice (NBC, 1984-1989) 4 2  

Saved by the Bell (NBC, 1989-1993) 0 1  

That 70’s Show (Fox, 1998-2006) 5 2  

 

Contemporary broadcast programs: 

90210 (The CW, 2008-2013) 

3

0 

2

1 

Big Bang Theory (CBS, 2007-present) 1 1 

Bones (Fox, 2005-present) 2 1 

Brothers and Sisters (ABC, 2006-2011) 

1

8 

1

3 

Chuck (NBC, 2007-2012) 1 0 

CSI: Crime Scene Investigation (CBS, 2000-

present) 5 2 

CSI: Miami (CBS, 2002-2012) 

1

7 8 

CSI: New York (CBS, 2004-2013) 3 1 



  300 

Desperate Housewives (ABC, 2004-2012) 4 2 

Family Guy (Fox, 1999-2003, 2005-present) 4 2 

Friday Night Lights (NBC, 2006-2010) 

1

2 8 

Good Wife, The (CBS, 2009-present) 1 0 

Gossip Girl (The CW, 2007-2012) 3 1 

Grey’s Anatomy (ABC, 2005-present) 2 1 

Harry’s Law (NBC, 2011-2012) 1 1 

Homeland Security USA (ABC, 2009) 2 0 

House M.D. (Fox, 2004-2012) 

1

6 

1

9 

How I Met Your Mother (CBS, 2005-2014) 2 2 

Law & Order (NBC, 1990-2010) 1 0 

Law & Order: Criminal Intent (NBC, 2001-

2011) 1 1 

Mentalist, The (CBS, 2008-present) 2 2 

My Name is Earl (NBC, 2005-2009) 2 1 

NCIS (CBS, 2003-present) 8 6 

One Tree Hill (The WB, 2003-2006; The CW, 

2006-2012) 

1

8 8 

Parenthood (NBC, 2010-present) 2 1 

Parks and Recreation (NBC, 2009-present) 2 1 

 

Programming Hours from Broadcast Networks: 202 

(48 hours programs from past; 154 hours from contemporary programs)    

Running Time of Programs (adjusted for commercials): 155 

 

 

Basic Cable Networks (Hybrid Audience/Content Commodity) 
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Blue Mountain State (Spike, 2010-2011) 2 0 

Breaking Bad (AMC, 2008-2013) 

6

2 

2

0 

Celebrity Rehab (VH1, 2008-2012) 3 0 

Cleaner, The (A&E, 2008-2009) 

2

4 8 

DEA (Spike, 2008-2009) 4 4 

Gangland (History, 2007-2010) 4 1 

Intervention (A&E, 2005-2013) 8 4 

Mad Men (AMC, 2007- present) 5 3 

National Geographic Explorer (Nat Geo, 2006) 1 0 

Skins (MTV, 2011) 2 0 

Sons of Anarchy (FX, 2008-present) 4 1 

Workaholics (Comedy Central, 2011- present) 3 0 

 

Programming Hours from Cable Networks: 118 

Running Time of Programs (adjusted for commercials): 90 
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Premium Subscription Cable Networks (Content Commodity) 

 

Boardwalk Empire (HBO, 2011-present) 3 0 

Bored to Death (HBO, 2009-2011) 4 0 

Entourage  (HBO, 2004-2011) 

1

4 

1

1 

Nurse Jackie (Showtime, 2009-present) 

1

4 3 

Party Down (Starz, 2009-2010) 2 0 

Weeds (Showtime, 2005-2012) 

1

02 

2

8 

Wire, The (HBO, 2002-2008) 

2

3 

1

7 

 

Programming Hours from Premium Cable Networks: 94 

 

 

Total Programming Hours (across all platforms): 416 hours 

Total Running Time of Programs (adjusted for commercials): 341 hours 

 

 

 

 



  303 

APPENDIX B 

PROGRAMS WITH EPISODES REFERENCED 

ARRANGED ALPHABETICALLY 

90210 (The CW, 2008-2013) [1.01, 1.06, 1.07, 1.08, 1.24, 2.05, 2.07, 2.08, 2.09, 2.10, 

2.11, 2.13, 3.14, 3.15, 3.16, 3.17, 3.18, 4.01, 4.02, 4.04, 4.09] 

Beverly Hills, 90210 (Fox, 1990-2000) [1.11, 2.15, 4.16, 4.17, 4.18, 4.19, 4.20, 5.05, 

5.09, 5.10, 5.32, 6.15, 6.17, 6.18, 6.19, 6.20, 6.21, 6.22, 6.28, 7.19, 

7.21, 9.09, 9.10, 9.12, 9.13] 

Big Bang Theory (CBS, 2007-present) [3.08] 

Bones (Fox, 2005-present) [1.06] 

Breaking Bad (AMC, 2008-2013) [1.01, 1.03, 1.06, 1.07, 2.01, 2.03, 2.06, 2.07, 2.11, 

2.12, 3.01, 3.06, 3.07, 3.08, 4.06, 4.10, 5.09, 5.10, 5.12, 5.13] 

Brothers and Sisters (ABC, 2006-2011) [1.02, 1.03, 1.08, 1.09, 1.10, 1.11, 1.12, 1.13, 

1.14, 2.04, 2.05, 2.06, 2.07] 

Cleaner, The (A&E, 2008-2009) [1.01, 1.04, 1.05, 1.08, 1.12, 2.05, 2.07, 2.09] 

CSI: Crime Scene Investigation (CBS, 2000-present) [2.16, 4.16] 

CSI: Miami (CBS, 2002-2012) [1.20, 2.16, 4.01, 4.10, 4.13, 4.24, 4.25, 5.01] 

CSI: New York (CBS, 2004-2013) [1.20] 

DEA (Spike, 2008-2009) [1.01, 1.02, 2.01, 2.02] 

Desperate Housewives (ABC, 2004-2012) [1.09, 4.03] 

Different Strokes (NBC, 1978-1986) [4.02, 5.22] 

Entourage (HBO, 2004-2011) [5.05, 7.01, 7.02, 7.03, 7.05, 7.10, 8.01, 8.03, 8.04, 8.09, 

8.10] 

Family Guy (Fox, 1999-2003, 2005-present) [3.01, 7.12] 

Freaks & Geeks (NBC, 1999-2000) [1.13] 

Friday Night Lights (NBC, 2006-2010) [4.01, 4.02, 4.04, 4.05, 4.06, 4.09, 4.10, 5.04] 

Gangland (History, 2007-2010) [1.01] 

Gossip Girl (The CW, 2007-2012) [3.15] 

Grey’s Anatomy (ABC, 2005-present) [4.02] 

Growing Pains (ABC, 1985-1992) [2.15] 

Harry’s Law (NBC, 2011-2012) [1.01] 

House M.D. (Fox, 2004-2012) [1.11, 2.13, 2.24, 3.10, 3.11, 5.16, 5.23, 5.24, 6.01, 6.02, 

7.15, 7.16, 7.17, 7.18, 7.21, 7.22, 7.23, 8.01, 8.22] 
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How I Met Your Mother (CBS, 2005-2014) [2.11, 2.12] 

Intervention (A&E, 2005-2013) [2.01, 2.21, 3.06, 10.07] 

Law & Order: Criminal Intent (NBC, 2001-2011) [5.22] 

Mad Men (AMC, 2007- present) [4.04, 4.12, 5.06] 

Mentalist, The (CBS, 2008-present) [1.08] 

Miami Vice (NBC, 1984-1989) [1.02, 1.03] 

My Name is Earl (NBC, 2005-2009) [3.17] 

NCIS (CBS, 2003-present) [1.03, 4.24, 7.22, 7.23, 7.24, 8.01] 

Nurse Jackie (Showtime, 2009-present) [1.01, 1.08, 4.02] 

One Tree Hill (The WB 2003-2006; The CW, 2006-2012) [2.04, 2.05, 2.06, 5.10, 5.11, 

7.09, 7.10, 7.13] 

Parenthood (NBC, 2010-present) [1.01] 

Parks and Recreation (NBC, 2009-present) [2.02] 

Saved by the Bell (NBC, 1989-1993) [2.09] 

Sons of Anarchy (FX, 2008-present) [1.01] 

That 70’s Show (Fox, 1998-2006) [2.26, 3.01] 

Weeds (Showtime, 2005-2012) [1.05, 1.09, 1.10, 2.01, 2.02, 2.06, 2.11, 2.12, 3.01, 3.05, 

3.06, 3.08, 4.08, 4.09, 4.10, 4.11, 4.12, 4.13, 6.06, 7.02, 7.13, 8.06, 

8.07, 8.08, 8.09, 8.10, 8.11, 8.13] 

Wire, The (HBO, 2002-2008) [1.02, 1.09, 1.12, 1.13, 2.06, 3.01, 3.02, 3.03, 3.04, 3.05, 

3.06, 3.07, 3.08, 3.09, 3.10, 3.11, 3.12] 
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APPENDIX C 

STANDARD QUESTIONS CONSIDERED 

With regard to basic plot: 

 What drug(s) is involved? 

 What is the outcome? 

 Are there negative consequences? 

 Is there a lesson? 

With regard to each character: 

 What are the demographics of the character? 

 Is the character a drug user, deal dealer, enforcer, and/or have some other 

connection to illicit drugs?  

 Does the character represent a social archetype?  

 Does something negative happen to the character? 

 Does the character undergo some form of transformation, learning process, or 

redemption? 

With regard to structure, discourse, and ideology: 

 What is noticeably absent? 

 Are there relevant binary oppositions? 

 Which familiar illicit drug discourses are used? 

 Are there noticeable ruptures in the discourse?  

 With regard to order of discourse: how unitary or variable? and how stable or 

changeable? (Fairclough, 1995, p. 65) 

 How does the narrative define or suggest what the “drug problem” is? 

 Does the narrative seem to support or challenge dominant anti-drug or drug war 

ideologies? 

 Are counter-hegemonic views of drug policy present? 
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APPENDIX D 

ANTICIPATED FAMILIAR DISCOURSES 

 Abstinence/”just say no”—the idea that the individual choice to use 

illicit drugs is the wrong choice; it is the result of weak will or lack of 

moral strength.  Abstinence is framed as the morally superior choice.   

 Negative Consequences—the often repeated lesson that any and all illicit 

drug use will have negative consequences.    

 Criminal Addict—the framing of addicts as criminals. Although criminal 

behavior among addicts is a common result of the need to live with an 

addiction under prohibition, addicts can be characterized as criminals in 

a manner that suggests both that all drug addicts are criminals and, 

further, blames the drug addiction for the criminal behavior. 

 Us vs. Them—perspectives that frame the drug problem as one caused by 

outsiders and presents law enforcement as protectors (often literally of 

borders).  This discourse is often part of a broader law and order 

discourse.   

 Medical Addiction—the view that sees drug abuse as a public health 

problem.  Drug addiction is understood to be a disease such that addicts 

are seen as needing help to get clean.   

 Medically Beneficial Use—includes views regarding medical marijuana 

in addition to respect for pain management and other means of using 

drugs of abuse for medically beneficial reasons.  

 Socio-Economic Contextualization—views the drug problem as related 

to broader socio-economic conditions and notes that individuals’ 

problems with drugs are often the result of disadvantage.   

 Pleasure/normalization—the understanding that drugs are pleasurable 

and/or that recreational drug use is normal.  

 Reform—ranges from moderate reforms toward harm reduction (e.g., 

needle exchanges) to more radical positions calling for decriminalization 

or legalization of currently illegal drugs. 

 

 


