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The study points out a basic meaning-based and stylistic dichotomy between risk and 
danger scenarios in Finnish press reports on illicit drug use at a time when the country 
was experiencing a wave of increased drug use. The in-control recreational drug user‟s 
situation is described from within a risk assessment position that is portrayed as 
demanding sophisticated self-management skills, whereas stories on populations of 
addicted heavy drug users are articulated in distanced descriptions of the policy 
measures required in order to govern the out-of-control. The article suggests that the risk 
scenarios hold a better cultural resonance due to a value climate that approves of 
autonomous self-managing individuals, who are capable of estimating risks and making 
rational choices accordingly. The reporting on drug use constitutes a striking example of a 
cultural articulation of competence versus non-competence. 

Introduction 

 

This study takes its departure in the suggestion that the central character of our time is the 

human being who aspires to be an author of her own life. The aim is an autonomous, rational, self-

governing human being whose survival kit contains, for example, skills in risk-assessment. The mass 

media has been ascribed a key role in publicly defining risks, which the autonomous individual is to 

incorporate in her daily decisions on how to behave (Beck, 2007: 23). Nevertheless, there is scarce of 

empirical support for the suggestion that the mass media functions as such a central site for risk 

production and definition (Cottle, 1998).
1
 In this article I aim at demonstrating how media discourses 

actively draw boundaries between risk and danger scenarios. For this purpose I have analysed press 

reports from the Finnish daily Helsingin Sanomat during a period of increased concern over higher 

levels of illicit drug use in the year 2000. 

It is reasonable to assume that media‟s influence would be particularly significant in the grey 

areas of life that Beck & Beck-Gernsheim (2006) define as open for „boundary perceptions‟, where 

different options are amenable to „subjective opinion, supposition, expectation, hope and prophecy‟ 

(Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2006: 48). Such a grey area can be found between a situation which 

appears as ‟still open to calculation and control‟ and that which does not. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 

call the former „risk biographies‟, which expose themselves to risk calculation. Danger biographies are 

situations where – because of the extent or nature of the threats – the door to risk calculation has 

been closed. In such a state, certain developments appear as neither controllable nor preventable. 

How, then, are the differences between scenarios conceptualised in media portrayals? 

According to Gamson and Modigliani (1989) every political issue has a culture, which embraces 

different contesting interpretive packages. Likewise, the media discourse on different types of drug 

                                                      
1
 Critical voices have also been raised against the rather too neat script-supplier role of mass media 

representations. See Tulloch and Lupton, 2001. 
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use operates differently in different interpretive packages (language use, ideas, connotations, 

formats). However, not all packages will be equally potent in media representation; certain packages 

have natural advantages because their ideas and language resonate with larger cultural themes 

(Gamson and Modigliani, 1989: 5). Drawing on the analyses of how drug use scenarios of risk and 

danger are constructed in the press material under study, I seek to establish whether one of these 

scenarios‟ interpretive packages can be claimed to have a natural advantage.  

The following three research questions represent both the stages of my inquiry and the 

composition of this article: 

* How do the different drug use portrayals make up risk and danger scenarios? In order 
to answer this I discern discourse techniques applied in the press accounts. 
 
* How do the interpretive packages of the different types of drug use differ from one 
another in their embedded meaning concerning drug user agency and governmentality? 
As a response, I will deconstruct five texts and draw up the interpretive packages of risk 
and danger represented by them.  
 
In the concluding discussion, my main concern will be: 
 
* What are the consequences of my findings? I claim that the descriptions of the 
problems in the texts will have implications for how we understand the different groups of 
users and their situation. 

 

I suggest that scenarios that are portrayed from within the subjects‟ risk assessment situations 

are discursively and stylistically packaged in a way which offers the public a more varied set of tools 

for understanding and relating to the matter discussed.  I will also demonstrate how the notion of 

addiction plays a crucial role in understanding a shift from a risk scenario to the out of control-state of 

danger scenarios.  

The word „risk‟ is here applied for the expected value of one or more results of one or more future 

events. Danger scenarios are situations of severe injury and other negative circumstances which are 

no longer calculable to the individual.
2
 „Agency‟, here pertains to the capacity of individuals to act 

according to their own choices in accordance with social expectations. The notion of governmentality 

stands for the organized practices (mentalities, rationalities, and techniques) through which subjects 

are governed. I use the word „discourse techniques‟ for the ways in which the newspaper texts 

structure meaning for making certain statements about the questions under study.  

Background and theoretical framework 

 

The sharp increase in illicit drug use and its harmful consequences in Finland in the second half 

of the 1990s quickly became known as the second drug wave.
3
 The use of cannabis was doubled, and 

recreational use of ecstasy, GHB, LSD and amphetamine became popular among youth. 

Simultaneously, heroin use secured its place in the Finnish drug use landscape. (Hakkarainen and 

Tigerstedt, 2003: 183)  

                                                      
2 Beck, 2007: 21, describes risks as symptomatic for modernisation. This trend is of a later date than general 

cultural notions of dangers, defined as one step closer to total destruction and threat to life on earth. 
3
 For more on the second drug wave in Finland, see, for example, Partanen and Metso, 1999: 143–57. Finland‟s 

first drug wave is dated to the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s. 
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In the wake of the second drug wave authorities began to adopt new drug policies that prioritized 

an understanding the user‟s situation over punishment (Hakkarainen, 1999). Whereas in earlier 

policies drug abusers had been viewed as fearsome strangers, the more recent policies would 

characterise offenders as ‟normal, rational consumers, just like us‟ (Garland, 2001: 137; Törrönen, 

2004). Both in official policy rhetoric and the media, the public perspective on drug use had by the 

year 2000 broken away from the grip of taming the Other and instead looked to the individual problem 

holder and the demands to govern her/his behaviour (Hellman, 2009; 2010).  

Nonetheless, a general orientation towards emphasising a self-governing autonomous subject 

has also been described as operating in a way that will inevitably create certain distinctions between 

competence and non-competence. For the majority, competence and expertise are operated not 

through social planning, paternalism and bureaucracy, but by virtue of a logic of choice, through 

“inculcating desires for self-development” (Rose, 1999: 88). A minority consisting of “the usual 

suspect” will always remain outside this regime of civility: “the lone parent, the delinquent juvenile, the 

school truant, the drug user, the homeless person, the alcoholic” (ibid.).  

The obvious mismatch between the new humane understanding of drug users‟ situation during 

the second drug wave on the one hand, and the marginalizing effects of a self-governance paradigm 

on the other, makes the material under study an all the more interesting site for inquiries.  

The dominating media themes in the material are those of increased recreational drug use and 

new types of harm reduction interventions for drug addicts. In both, there is a dimension of control 

within the drug use paradigm, either in terms of self-governance or of outside policy measures. 

Addiction is a problem and a threat within both logics. And it is in the theme of addiction that we 

encounter another position that lends the reporting added interest: addiction is in itself a concept 

whose core meaning includes the thought of crossing a boundary between a „wanting‟ to and a 

coercive „needing‟ to take drugs (Levine, 1978; Ferenzy, 2002), rooted in the perceived opposition 

between willpower and the desires and urges in an individual‟s psyche and body (Valverde, 1998; 

Seddon, 2002). How people are to manage their own behaviour in relation to their desires and urges is 

a complicated task, which demands sophisticated self-governing techniques. The recreational drug 

use of 1990s techno youth culture has, for example, been portrayed as an exercise of self-governance 

and manageable risk, as a calculated hedonistic act; a „controlled loss of control‟ (Seppälä, 1999; 

Measham, 2004: 343).  

Harm reduction, then, refers to a drug policy aiming to curtail the serious health hazards 

associated with drug use instead of classically focusing on abstinence from drugs (Tammi, 2005). This 

realignment of priorities is reflected in such efforts as clean needle programmes and substitution 

therapy for injecting addicts, shifting the focus toward other issues in the addict‟s life, away from the 

personal addiction process as such. These measures can be viewed as „technologies of agency‟, 

which intend to transform the lives of certain populations, to make them active citizens capable of 

managing their own risks (Dean, 2008: 168).  

For individuals to take control and ownership of their lives in accordance with what is strived for in 

society, the individual and the society need to share some of their objectives, for example, on health 

and social well-being. In view of this, the role of the media described by Hall et al. (2003) as 

translating official viewpoints into a public idiom that invests the viewpoints with popular force and 
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resonance is an interesting one. The media is depicted as naturalising the views within the horizon of 

understanding the public. The ways in which „we – the audience‟ are influenced in our understandings 

of those who transgress legal and moral boundaries, becomes singularly relevant (Jewkes, 2009: 

200). Hence, it is not indifferent which types of interpretive packages are being employed in the media 

portrayals. 

Material and method 

 

The Finnish press played a significant role in the localisation and construction of illegal drug 

phenomena at the time of the second drug wave (Rantanen, 1997; Jaatinen et al., 1998; Piispa 2001; 

Hakkarainen and Törrönen, 2002). The growing public concern was reflected in a significant increase 

in media reporting (Hellman, 2010; Törrönen, 2004). Some other concurrent changes in addiction 

reporting such as a trend toward more accounts from within the problem holder‟s situation and a 

growing emphasis on agency (see Hellman, 2009; 2010) made this particular period of great interest 

for my inquiries. 

I have chosen to analyse newspaper articles collected from Finland‟s largest subscription 

newspaper, Helsingin Sanomat (from now on HS). HS is the leading print media in Finland, holding an 

uncontested special position in Finnish society in terms of circulation and audience. In a European 

comparison, HS is a large newspaper, not the least in relation to population size (McQuail and Siune, 

2003): it is estimated that HS reaches over 950,000 newspaper readers (2009). The paper‟s 

circulation lies at around 400,000. In the year 2000, it was slightly more, at 446,972. (Finnish Audit 

Bureau, 2010). 

Three weeks of the HS were randomly sampled from the year 2000. All of the 21 daily issues plus 

supplements for the three weeks were read in conjunction with a larger research material collection. 

Drawing on a criteria system constructed for the larger study (Hellman, 2009; 2010), I identified 14 

(=N) journalistic and editorial pieces dealing with drug and with direct thematic links to the ongoing 

drug wave. The main overall concerns in the material are the threats to social values and interests by 

the new, more liberal reasoning around drug use and, additionally,  how to deal with the new and 

increased problems. As could be expected, I found that scenarios of recreational and light drug use 

were represented in interpretive packages with great similarities to Beck and Beck-Gernsheim‟s risk 

biographies, while heavy drug use was presented through scenarios of danger.  

My aim was to produce knowledge about the journalistic telling techniques applied in the different 

interpretive packages. In order to look closer into how the differences between scenarios were 

construed, five (n=5) texts were chosen for closer analysis. Two of the texts represent risk scenarios 

and three represent danger scenarios.
4
 

                                                      
4 I divided the texts in two piles according to themes (increased light drug use and increased heavy drug 

use). Two press items were then randomly picked of each of the piles. Nevertheless, as the pieces concerning 

heavy drug use were very short, I added a third one, so that the two material sets would be about the same size 

(around 150 column lines each). This was significant if I was to list their reasoning and compare the structure of 

the two interpretive packages. As for the third text selected on heavy drug use, I judged it to be important to add 

the only piece that took its point of departure in the heavy drug user‟s, the addict‟s, situation (HS 9 October 2000: 

B4). Since my first analysis had shown that it was rather the texts on light drug use which spoke from this 

perspective, I wanted to safeguard my analysis from any type of a „deliberate‟ slanted point of departure. 
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I listed the utterances of the five (n=5) texts in order to take an even closer look at how the 

portrayals of the two states differed. In this round of analysis, the statements of the texts were grouped 

in accordance with a basic protocol analysis technique (for example, Altheide, 1996: 26). Three main 

types of statements were discerned: i) statements on different developments related to the drug 

problem/use in question ii) statements that identified problems, iii) statements that portrayed measures 

for curbing the problems. This round of analysis resulted in two lists of deconstructed texts, which I 

claim display typical risk and danger interpretive packages of Helsingin Sanomat‟s coverage of new 

light drug use and increased heavy drug use in the year 2000. 

The reporting themes of increased light and heavy drug use were not determined in advance, but 

became during my investigations identified as contents that articulate a dichotomy in the drug 

reporting. In the next, I will exemplify differences of perception on the agency of the drug user and the 

type of governance techniques associated with the specific drug user groups in question. 

Discourses on risk and danger 

That new recreational drug users were represented as in control is underlined by the discursive 

technique of positioning them within the ordinary and the safe. In „Drug users include high achievers‟ 

(HS 13 October 2000: A1)
5
, decent Finnish people who „work and study‟ are reported to be turning 

increasingly to illegal drugs: “It is not only the marginalised and problem users but ordinary working 

people and students who are now starting to use drugs.” (HS 13 October 2000: A1) 

It is obvious that such language is intended as a wake-up call for readers: this is what the actual 

drug scene looks like in Finland today. That anybody can be a drug user is further highlighted by 

situating new drug use in ordinary milieus and contexts: “People smoke pot after the working day or at 

weekends at their summer cottages.” (HS 13 October 2000: A1) 

The lakeside summer cottage symbolises idyllic, safe and carefree life in Finland. The contrast 

between drug use and unspoiled Finnish summer holiday accentuates that the drugs have reached 

new parts of everyday life. It also serves as an identification tool for the reader: it may be any Finn – 

an autonomous individual – sitting there by the lakeside, smoking pot.
6
 

In the autumn of 2000, alert to the increased prevalence of drug use, the HS conducted a survey 

among drug users, featured on several pages as „The world on a high‟ in the weekly supplement NYT 

(„Now‟) (Lindholm et al., 2000). The journalistic report on the results also draws attention to the decent 

and ordinary elements of recreational drug use: “This group [of illicit drug users] includes medical 

doctors, workers within the substance field, car salesmen, journalists, secretaries, warehouse workers 

and Nokia engineers“(Ibid.). 

The list of a mix of occupations helps to demonstrate that potentially any (ordinary) Finn may fit 

the new drug user‟s profile. A way of steering clear of the threats of addiction in the context of the 

ordinary is to describe drug use at „ordinary weekend parties without consequences‟ (HS 11 October 

2000: A4), that is, without the harmful and addictive dimensions of drug use.  

                                                      
5
  HS= Helsingin Sanomat; A1= page of the section in the paper where the article can be found. 

6  For a Foucauldian discussion on the natural as culture‟s production of nature, see Fiske, 1989. 
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Yet another way of situating new drug use within the ordinary and the rational is to represent it as 

the result of a logical choice. The underlying reasoning about the risks and possible harm is explained 

from the user‟s perspective: “For these people [new recreational drug users], cannabis products are 

comparable to other recreational substances, like alcohol and tobacco.” (HS 13 October 2000: A1) 

By foregrounding an element of relativism in the reasoning about the performance of the drug – 

here viewed similarly to alcohol and tobacco – the text conveys the idea that the users have 

thoroughly weighed the risks and consequences in advance and that they feel entirely at ease with, or 

in control over, their drug use. This relativistic reasoning is also reflected in a letter to the editor which 

compares smoking a joint to “having a beer or two after a sauna” (HS 3 November 2000: 13). The 

same piece discusses the relative consequences of drug use from a health perspective: “inhaling my 

dose of carcinogens through passive smoking in a restaurant is the equivalent of lighting up a couple 

of marihuana joints” (HS 3 November 2000: 13). 

The journalistic material presents this type of logical relativistic thinking as a new element in 

Finnish drug use. Its underlying logic is exposed to the readers in order further to explain and mediate 

an understanding of the new phenomenon and its risk assessment practices. The texts communicate 

the impression that the recreational drug user thinks through his/her actions and consequences very 

carefully, comparing them with accepted, everyday, normalised leisure activities, such as having a 

beer after the sauna or going to a restaurant. The users are self-governing individuals, free to make 

choices on the basis of their knowledge of the world. This reasoning, from the user‟s perspective, 

constructs an interpretive package where risks are perceived as carefully measured and controlled 

within a logic that evaluates the action in relation to other actions. Agency is equal to an intellectual 

capacity of assessing the situation and an ability to compare the level of dangerousness to other acts 

and pursuits. 

Two of the articles discuss preventive drugs education at school as contradicting the information 

on drug use picked up by young people on the internet. These pieces further channel the perspective 

of people‟s intellectual capacity of assessing information on drugs. In „Anti-drug education is viewed as 

propaganda‟ (HS 3 November 2000: 13), a researcher explains: 

 
Young people know a lot about illicit drugs these days. If their friends use drugs and 
nothing bad happens to them, they will conclude that the information on harmful 
consequences provided by adults is incorrect (HS 3 November 2000: 13). 
 

The HS utilises its weekly NYT supplement („NOW‟) for bolder material outside the traditional 

hard news format, in this case more open-ended discussions on new recreational drug use. The 

supplement is lifestyle and entertainment-oriented in its reporting tone and uses the survey results as 

a base for the discussion. A light new gaze, supported by the survey respondents‟ accounts, highlights 

sides of the drug issue which may have been previously overlooked. 

 

It is not possible to communicate the idea of free-thinking persons who experiment with drugs in 

their leisure time without juxtaposing this image with people who are not in control and who have 

become seriously addicted. However, within a liberal, inclusive and individualised paradigm of 
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reasoning, these people must not be explicitly portrayed as the dangerous Other. Instead, the 

existence of the Other is channelled through concerns about how society can look after and support 

this group of people. This perspective has been described as acknowledging ethics and fundamental 

human rights and the needs of drug users.  

Harm reduction measures, often imposed from outside the drug addict, are presented in the 

material as techniques for managing an increasing population of heavy drug users and taken to help 

the addict.
7
 This represents a state where the addicted life has already taken a turn for the worse and 

will perhaps never return to normal again. No calculation and control techniques are performable for 

the individual in this state of danger. Instead she becomes the object of interventions (and goodwill) by 

others so that she can take control over certain parts of her life. 

Among the harm reduction themes covered in the newspaper material are the new needle 

exchange programme in the City of Espoo (HS 10 October 2000: B1) and the increased resources 

made available in Helsinki for drug prevention work (Tuohimaa, 2000), including extended substitution 

therapy and treatment for HIV-infected drug users. “The City of Helsinki is also prepared to establish 

an activity centre for drug addicts” (Ibid.), it is reported. The city has outlined a new drug policy 

strategy aimed at reducing drug use and related harm. New funds are set aside for service provision 

and, to a lesser extent, for preventive action. With regard to new treatment for underage drug addicts, 

the city has plans in place to start a centre providing child psychiatry and somatic medical expertise 

(Ibid.). The texts imply that drug addicts need to be treated holistically, in a way that takes into account 

their life situations as a whole. The main concern is how municipalities are able to manage the 

increased heavy user population. 

The themes of intervention and taking care of addicts communicate ideas of how to control 

pathological, out-of-control states. On a rudimentary level, the addicts are governed in their own and 

others‟ interests in a manner distanced from an „administration of shame‟ (Rose, 1999: 73). Society 

steps in and offers them a chance to recover some of the substantive capacity that has been taken 

away from them by their addiction. 

Nevertheless, by identifying problematic behaviour and deviance – also arguably within such a 

humane view – the journalistic texts become part of the society‟s articulation of normality, positioning 

those who are culturally considered normal as capable of helping weaker individuals and 

simultaneously drawing boundaries between in control and out of control. One of these texts of the 

new strategies adopted by authorities discusses the problem of drug addicts‟ false prescriptions in the 

City of Turku, entitled „Pharmacists and doctors tackle forgeries in Turku‟ (Backman, 2000). It 

describes in great detail a new retail system in the local pharmacies: drug addicts are forced always to 

use the same pharmacy, and there are strict rules on, for example, who is to fax whom in order to 

keep track of the addict solely using a designated pharmacy. Criticised for violating laws of privacy 

protection, the new system has nevertheless been adopted because there is a need to catch „those 

who cheat‟ (Ibid.). Detailed information is provided on the improved ways of mastering the out of 

control, as everyone will benefit in the end, especially the drug addict for whom this arrangement is 

meant. 

                                                      
7
  Public health motives for measures to minimising harm have received great attention in policy contexts. I am 

here focusing on the perspectives presented in the journalistic pieces under study. 
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The main concern is that there are more and more heavily addicted drug users whose needs 

require closer attention, better techniques and more support than is currently available. The increased 

heroin deaths serve as a threat, a lurking danger in addiction, and as a yardstick for failed governance 

techniques (HS 15 March 2000: A16). On some occasions, the heavy addicts are blamed for criminal 

behaviour, for stealing, inflicting harm and fear (HS 30 October 2000: A5) and falsifying prescriptions 

(Ibid.). Interestingly enough, the pervasive discourse in a piece on new recreational drug use is that 

nowadays anybody can be a drug addict. Yet, the piece also conveys another, „troubled‟, picture of 

drug users, effectively contributing to a new dichotomy in the understanding of drug users: 

 
We are used to seeing drug users as the opposite to decent hard-working citizens. 
According to the news media, drug users steal car radios from ordinary people and offer 
pills to schoolchildren who are willing to try them (Lindholm et al., 2000). 
 

Why is a drug addict who is serious about seeking help tossed back and forth between various 

authorities, asks a piece that highlights the shortcomings of the system. The situation is illustrated 

from the drug user‟s perspective:  

“A homeless and penniless man from Helsinki who has been a heavy user of amphetamine for 

more than 20 years wanted to get help but didn‟t know where to start” (HS 9 October 2000: B4). 

The text goes on to describe how the man was turned down and shunted between various desks. 

The reporter has contacted persons in charge in the drug treatment field to find what is wrong with the 

system when a seriously addicted person is unable to get help with quitting his addiction.  

Within the interpretive package of danger, heavy drug users are presented as no longer 

calculable. They come across as the failure of society to take care of the seriously addicted who are 

out of control and thus need outside help. This could arguably be the perspective that Ettorre (2007) 

calls the postmodern view on the addict, which supposedly includes an internalised perspective on the 

addiction process
8
. However, this internalised perspective is absent in the Helsingin Sanomat material 

on heavy drug use under study. In fact, the pieces that discuss harm reduction interventions are the 

ones channelling images of a lost and polluted Otherness. The stories contribute to creating a 

discrepancy between agents who have modal competence to live according to a freedom of the 

subject, and those who are not viewed as possessing such qualities (Sulkunen, 2009: 78). The result 

is an inevitable dichotomy. The dichotomy can be viewed in table 1, which concludes the images 

attached to the drug users mediated in the material under study. 

                                                      
8  For the neoliberal subject and harm reduction, see also Moore and Fraser, 2006.  
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Table 1. Agency and governance technique associated with the different drug use in the texts under study. 

  
DRUG USE 
 

 
DRUG USERS 

 
GOVERNANCE TECHNIQUES 

 
 
RISK SCENARIO 

 
Experimental, 
light and 
recreational  
 

 
In-control, free ordinary 
persons, who make rational 
choices according to logical 
reasoning. 
 

 
Self-management: assessments of 
risks are incorporated in the 
individual‟s decisions on how to act. 

 
DANGER 
SCENARIO 

 
Heavy, addicted 
use 
 

 
Out-of-control, no longer 
calculable persons. 
 

 
Different interventions and 
measures are taken to support and 
help the group of addicts. 

 

Style and argumentation 

 

Above, I have exemplified some obvious discourse techniques that produce different views on 

agency in different types of drug users. I claim that the coverage on harm-reduction interventions does 

not really contain the „user‟s perspective‟. The opposite could easily be assumed because the 

phenomenon is in itself often viewed as containing more interiorised or humane approaches to the 

addicted subject. The discourse surrounding the seriously addicted seems subject to its own terms of 

negotiation within the presumed stance that we need to steer and govern this problematic group of 

individuals. This is merely part of the text‟s implicit, rather that explicit meaning. Thus, in order to 

gauge the ideology working in the background, we need to focus on what is lifted forward in some 

texts, though completely marked out of others (Billig et al., 1988). By deconstructing the texts of the 

different interpretive packages I hoped to point out these differences.  

I addressed five texts in yet more detail, displaying their construction of arguments. Two of them 

discuss a government commission report about preventive drug work among youth: one is a news 

article about the report (HS 10 October 2000: A7), the other an editorial about the report described in 

the article (HS 11 October 2000: A4). By its very nature, the editorial represents the official stance of 

the newspaper, putting its stamp on the views on the commission‟s report. The two texts show typical 

contemporary reasoning around the risk of youth drug use in the year 2000.   

The three texts that operate in the interpretive package of danger describe techniques employed 

in order to handle severely addicted persons. The first (HS 15 March 2000: A16) is an item from the 

Finnish News Agency (STT), which gives attention to the substantial increase in heroin deaths in an 

interview with a professor of forensic medicine. The second (HS 9 October 2000: B4) is a journalistic 

„open investigation‟ under the running paragraph heading „Why?‟ (Miksi?). The journalist has called up 

different drug treatment and help services to find why a person with a 20-year history of amphetamine 

addiction does not receive help, although he has reached out to get some. The third piece (HS 10 

October 2000: B1) is a short, one-paragraph item of 15 lines, which informs the readers about a pilot 

scheme with needle exchange in the city of Espoo. 

The tables of Appendix 1 and 2 list each argument in the texts. I have grouped them according to 

whether they describe general developments, identify problems or present options to solving the 
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problems. I will briefly discuss the characteristics of the two interpretive packages of the problems and 

draw conclusions regarding differences in perspectives and nuances. 

The list of measures in the risk package (Appendix 1) is long. The discrepancy between the 

information and drug education that the young person receives and what she in reality needs to stay 

away from drugs (family, social network support, alternative leisure activities, etc.) is a point of view 

emphasised in the discussion. Although openly discussing different options, the argumentation 

constitutes quite a closed narrative: it already contains clearly identified problems and proposes 

alternative solutions to the problems. The texts have an argumentative tone and convey evaluative 

statements. While descriptive statements respond to what transpires, the evaluative statements 

answer implicit questions about the speaker‟s opinions on the events, people or behaviour (Lieblich et 

al., 1998). The interpretive package of risk scenarios of new drug use among youth mediates 

evaluative interpretations and opinions about what should be done about the problems. 

What dominates the view on the young subject is a belief in information and knowledge, in a 

governing through a right type of enlightening and in the rational acts that will necessarily follow. The 

texts argue for and against different solutions and techniques in order to convince the youth that trying 

drugs is a risky place to be. If the persuasion tactics work, young people will not be interested in 

getting involved with drugs. The texts mediate strongly the positivist view that as long as we present 

facts and circumstances about risks, people will make the right decisions about their own lives. This 

fits well with characteristics of a culture that emphasize the importance of risk knowledge for behaving 

in a strived-for manner. 

In Appendix 2 is a similar map of the wordings in the texts viewed as offering an interpretive 

package of danger when it comes to heavy drug use. 

The interpretive package of danger presents only the measures being taken, leaving out the 

arguing of things that „should be done‟, as well as evaluations of different measures, which both 

constituted such a significant part of the risk package reporting. It gives much less space to 

argumentation, focusing rather on developments, problems and certain measures. The statements are 

descriptive, and there is no reasoning around solutions to get the individual to change her life track 

and make other decisions.  

The danger package does not address how the individual is to act and reason around her 

situation. This discussion is either taking place in other arenas of society/media, or it is just being left 

out of the public debate altogether as the situation of the severely hooked is assessed as a non-topical 

issue for the people reading the newspapers. There is no broad audience that will invest these 

descriptions with a popular force, demonstrating that they are relevant for their daily whereabouts. In 

the reporting under study the existence of the severely addicted drug users is merely implied by the 

mentioning of them as a growing concern, as something that needs to be governed and attended to. In 

comparison with the risk package, the utterances on general developments and problems consist to a 

great deal of frightening scenarios and threats, with elements such as the spread of diseases and 

death. 

It is interesting that the three texts which contribute to an interpretive package of danger are 

about techniques for tackling problems, yet there is no discussion about the reasons and reasonings 

surrounding the measures on the level of the individual. This part of the story seems a non-question 
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left to the experts or decision makers. The reporting angle of the severe addict‟s perspective could 

therefore classify as a true marginality in the press reporting. A logical resulting question is whether 

the lack of evaluative statements in the danger package is because these questions do not offer risk 

evaluations that „ordinary‟ people can relate to, and therefore become „duller‟ descriptive items without 

aspirations of taking a stand.   

In the material as a whole, many evaluative statements are made regarding recreational or light 

use of drugs even if it is sometimes described as not dangerous up to a certain point (as in the 

accounts of the rational user by the lakeside). The positions of risk-evaluating users are simply better 

represented: the newspaper makes an effort to take a stance from within the drug user‟s situation, 

reviewing information from different perspectives. Perhaps not very surprisingly, this still emerges as 

quite an unjust division between the subjects of the two reporting packages. The readers are not 

invited to give as much interiorised attention to the vulnerable groups of the severely addicted who are 

in a real danger situation as to the light users, who are perceived as in control over their drug use. 

Discussion and conclusions 

 

Earlier work has suggested that a general normalization and conventionalization of drug use took 

place in Finnish press reports around the 1990s (see e.g. Hellman 2009; 2010). This report has 

demonstrated that there are still clear boundaries being drawn between Us and Them and that these 

are being performed e.g. by choices of style and content in the press items under study. I have used 

the meaning mediated through certain discourse techniques and the prevalence of evaluative and 

descriptive statements as „measures‟ for discerning two interpretive packages. I have distilled 

rhetorical frames of statements in order to study how the drug user situation is represented in the 

texts, and I have shown that certain rhetorical frames give salience to certain underlying 

argumentation and worldviews.  

To summarize, there are three main drug user characters profiled in the material under study. 

Firstly, we have the new adult, intellectually competent recreational user. The second character is the 

young experimental user who risks sliding over to problematic use because of disinformation, lack of 

maturity and lack of support in the upbringing environment. And third, there is the severely addicted 

heavy drug user, who needs to be assimilated into society by different governance techniques in order 

to keep her contract of civility. In the press accounts, the two first characters operate in a risk 

evaluation landscape, although the young user is situated closer to potentially veering off the road to 

trouble and problems. The heavy drug user is firmly placed in the no-longer-calculable danger 

geography of the addicted state. Here, society is portrayed as forced to step in and do the calculation 

and management of risks
9
.  

                                                      
9
  Note that harm reduction is a phenomenon that contains a lot of risk assessment and risk evaluation in itself. 

Harm reduction techniques are part of a welfarist tradition which require the cooperation (and agency) of the user: 

i.e. clean injecting equipment may be provided by the state free at the point of delivery but the efficacy of this 

approach requires that users choose to use the equipment (based on calculable risk oriented decisions). I am 

here leaving out such a perspective of the actual phenomenon, as it is – peculiarly enough - not represented in 

the material under study. 
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The bridging between the two states goes via the notion of addiction. The only explicit crossing 

over between the non-addict and addict state is provided by the impression that young people who 

drink and smoke also tend to get involved in experimenting with drugs and then move on to heavier 

substances. The rational reasoning by recreational drug users portrayed in some of the newspaper 

articles is absent in the intoxicated state of the youth: young people are seen as possessing such 

competences to a lesser degree.  

The reporting under study reflects a cultural change in comparison to earlier reporting when it 

comes to drawing boundaries in understandings of illicit drug use. Those who can control their drug 

intake are invited into the masses of free, competent people, whereas addicts are left outside this 

sphere. In order to sustain this dichotomy, certain views must be shared in culture. Again, we find that 

the concept of addiction offers and channels understandings of the necessary oppositional categories 

of self-control versus compulsion, and freedom vs. determinism (see also Reith, 2004). These are 

crucial for the logical bridging between the states of risk and danger, but, also, generally speaking, for 

upholding a myth of a neoliberal subject. 

I have found two main nuances decisive for the positioning of the story within the two discursive 

packages. Firstly, the view on the agency of the drug user is decisive for the choice of package. The 

subject‟s capacity of self-governance and self-control correlates naturally with the degree to which you 

are absorbed, or addicted, to drugs. If the use is kept within the spheres of the ordinary or a partying 

lifestyle, the narrative will be told within the script of the individual‟s risk assessment‟s position. A 

technique applied in the texts was e.g. to infiltrate the identifiable into the peculiar or deviant behaviour 

of the Other, working as an identification technique (Barthes, 2000). Secondly, the type of illicit drug 

used by the subjects of the narratives determines the position on either side of the boundary division 

line. The stories express a cultural hierarchy of drugs, labelling some substances as more addictive 

and more polluting than others (Ettorre, 2007: 230). In this study, a rather simple dichotomy in the 

hierarchy of substances comes into view. Together with alcohol, the use of cannabis and, at times, of 

ecstasy is in the material branded as party substances and rather controllable, whereas amphetamine 

and heroin are portrayed as heavily addictive and extremely dangerous. Heroin in particular is 

presented as a virtual death blow for the experimenter and is discussed within a danger package with 

death and other serious threats lurking behind the corner. Crossing points between the two 

biographies are also connected to the types of substance consumed. 

What I want to conclude is that the reporting very much articulates a cultural climate of an 

individualised society where meaning of dignity and order of greatness are attached to value of 

agency, and where rationality constitutes an important element (Sulkunen, 2009: 7; Beck and Beck 

Gernsheim, 2006). The role of addiction in this myth is that it serves as an implement, enabling a shift 

from a state of choice (=the free subject) to a state of force (=addict state) (Reith, 2004: 286). 

Addiction is the explanatory bridge for the sovereign individual‟s transformation into a non-subject. 

This transformation process must be collectively understood since the existing mode of governance 

constructs subjects as either competent to regulate their own lives, or non-competent of such 

performance. Agency specification, view on behaviour and hierarchy of drugs are elements in the texts 

that „mediate‟, or resolve, these oppositions, decisive for nuances and possible crossings in the border 

regions.  
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Finally, when it comes to the perspective of the reporting, I claim that the users portrayed in the 

stories are in a remarkably unequal position. When the competent drug user of the second drug wave 

enters the scene, he sets certain standards for view on agency within a drug use paradigm, and, 

consequently, the reporting starts to focus more on techniques of competence and control. If in earlier 

times all drug use was marginalized, the competent ones are now invited into the spheres of ordinary, 

rational life. This seems to be happening on the expense of the representation of the dangerously 

hooked, portrayed in a tone of the distanced description of policy efforts. Why, then, are the subjects 

of risk calculation given more salience compared to those who have crossed the line to the danger 

zone? By journalistic selection criteria risk assessment stances seem to be viewed as more relevant 

and easier to identify with for the masses; the journalistic pieces on risk-management will hence lend 

themselves more easily to contemporary journalistic formats and objectives.  

To conclude, the Finnish daily Helsingin Sanomat gave more salience to questions of risk 

management by a competent majority than to interiorised accounts of the complicated situation of the 

seriously addicted drug user in its drug reporting in the year 2000. In the present article this 

circumstance has been demonstrated by stylistic and meaning-based differences between the 

interpretive packages. I have claimed that the reason for this dichotomous framing of the questions 

lies in a cultural climate that put immense emphasis on the freedom of the individual and her self-

governing skills. 
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Appendix 1: Interpretive package of risk 
 

 

Risk  
1=HS editorial on drug education and information as a comment to an expert on the commission 
of drug use prevention among youth 
2=article on expert opinion on the commission of drug use prevention among youth 

GENERAL DEVELOPMENTS: 
Young people know more about drugs through the internet and through friends (1) 
The population knows more about drugs (1) 
Addiction and drug-related deaths are increasing together with less dangerous use of drugs (1) 
International trends have an impact: kids from well-to-do families, too, become recreational drug 
users (1) 
Drug policy [of the wrong type] may have nudged young users toward problematic use (2) 
Finnish youth start exaggerated alcohol use exceptionally young, and there are more negative 
medical consequences of this than of drugs (2) 
There has been some debate over who should take charge, but since the spread of HIV and 
hepatitis C, the principal discussion had to be put aside. Politics is now listed as bearing main 
responsibility (2) 

PROBLEMS: 
Difference between what is said about drugs and what people know from their own experience 
(1) 
In weak social contexts, including binge drinking, there is a low threshold to start taking drugs (1)  
Young people become drug users because of the vicious circle of marginalisation and because 
they are part of a youth culture that seeks enjoyment (2) 
Young people are sceptical of drug education (2) 
Education doesn‟t find a pitch in the target group (2) 
The stigmatisation of young as problematic will support marginalisation (2) 

MEASURES 
Being done:  
The commission for the prevention of youth substance use problems makes a distinction 
between recreational and dangerous problematic use (2) 
Drug tests are being stopped until their effects are investigated (2) 
Should be done: 
Information and education should be adjusted to the target group (2) 
Information about drugs should be objective, realistic and trustworthy (2) 
Different drugs should be discussed differently according to their character (2) 
Ponder how to hinder illegal trial of drugs and deaths caused by accidents (2) 
Should speak to people about drugs in terms of their own risks (2) 
Prevention work more adjusted to the target group (1) 
Information should be part of other education (1) 
Drug information should include facts about different drugs and associated risks (1) 
There should be discussions with young people about drug crime and its direct association to 
commercial sparetime activities (1) 
Block the path to problematic use (2) 
Supporting the development of children and young more important than drug education (2) 
Support and encourage children (2) 
Development of young people‟s self-control better than punishment (2) 
More support to sparetime activities (2) 
Fast-track investigation in youth criminal cases (2) 
More low threshold help for risk groups (2) 
Not a good measure: 
Drug tests; effects and how they work should be mapped (2) 
Intimidation (1) 
Cannot change: 
That people will try drugs (2) 
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Appendix 2: Interpretive package of danger 

Danger:  
1=interview with forensic medicine professor about increasing heroin deaths 
2=investigation (call up) on drug addict case 
3=short notice on upcoming needle exchange 

GENERAL DEVELOPMENTS 
Public sector buys services from private sector (3) 
Drug treatment pilot project with needle exchange will start as outsourcing service (3) 
More people in need of help than places available (2) 
Many more heroin deaths (1) 
Two thirds of the 139 drug deaths in 1999 because of heroin. At the beginning of the 1990s only 2–
3 a year. (1) 
Since 1995, heroin deaths have increased to a surprisingly great extent (1) 
Most deaths of heroin poisoning in 20–24 age group (30%); 15% in age group 15–19. Age 
distribution says something about new and growing drug culture. (1) 

PROBLEMS 
Heroin associated with sudden death, the first injection can be lethal (1) 
Dirty needles will spread infectious diseases (1) 
Most injecting drug addicts will get liver infection from hepatitis C (1) 

MEASURES 
Being done: 
Young and drug users are targets of substance use treatment (3) 
The most marginalised are a target for preventive work (3) 
Needle exchange points (3) 
Cities are supporting low threshold clinics in drug strategies (3) 

 
 
 

 


