Paper #4: Persuasion Analysis

Trainspotting: Just another movie about drug addicts?

Trainspotting, takes its name from the leisure activity of so many Scottish youth, identifying trains and having the schedules memorized, a fitting metaphor for heroin addiction, something that kills time but achieves absolutely nothing. Giving a movie about hard drug use this kind of title makes one expect a film with clear anti-drug messages and this is just one of the many “expectations” Boyle, the director of the movie, chose not to fulfill. 

Most drug movies keep a distance from the actual use of the substance, and focus on the side-effects, giving the viewer the idea that drug addicts choose suffering and make them look at least stupid in the eyes of the viewers. These “contribution to society” style of movies might prevent someone from using drugs, but on the other hand what they also achieve is to separate addicts even more from society, and drag them even further in their one-way path. Trainspotting on the other hand, views drug use realistically from the eyes of the addict and might actually make some people think “hey, this guy is ok, too bad he does that stuff”. Trainspotting also gives the “high” of heroin by the means of out-world scenes, and hyper-kinetic screenplay, making the viewers comprehend even more why this people, who are “just like them,” use heroin. Moreover, people unfamiliar with drug addiction can understand some of the reasons why addicts start using drugs in the first place and have the opportunity to choose on their own if it is worth it instead of viewing just the typical “drugs make you high” merely implied on other movies.

The myth that drug addicts are people with no potentials, even before they start use, is something Boyle cleverly overturns. He uses a handsome protagonist shouting his high intelligence and education, so the viewer can not help but realize that addicts can be educated people who could have had a great future ahead of them, as well as a great “normal” social life. Furthermore, the idea that addicts are people who are uneducated and not intelligent collapses.

Woman, the “pure gender” of most drug films, is usually kept out of drug use, for the sake of “low disgust factor”, making drugs appear as something only males do. Boyle however, didn’t let females out of drug use. From the first scene he shows a girl tying up and shooting her fix. Also, drug addicts in some drug related films are lonely, leading the viewer to think that lack of sex life and female companionship is a fact for every addict as well as that every drug addict hates women. A striking distance from Trainspotting, where women are part of Renton’s every day life. Even though they usually play an only-a-friend role, with an occasional “sex object role” when he tries to stay clean, thus emphasizing the effect heroin has on libido as well as showing drug addicts are not misogynists, nor homosexual like many people think. Renton has no problem with girls, and even from the first time the film shows him going out with his friends to get “laid” as he puts it, and ends up in an attractive girl’s place.  This also faults the myth that addicts cannot be attractive when they are not clean. 

Some drug films show women in a fairy tale of a “savior” relationship with an addict helping him escape from drugs with the power of love. Love is present in Trainspotting, but in exactly the opposite sense. Renton’s love with Diane, a schoolgirl he met at a club, only makes him smoke marijuana as well, rather than only heroin. The realistic view of love in Trainspotting, as well as the fact that Renton quitted heroin only for his own personal reasons, makes clear that the addict’s only way out is throughout his own personal decision and breaks the romantic myth that only love can help someone quit drug use.

Even though the movie’s main plot is the struggle out of drugs, Boyle passes in the background some remarks about Scottish and British society and culture. He humiliates capitalism even from the very beginning of the film with the “Choose life…” complaint speech describing the capitalist life of Great Britain, ending with “Why would anyone want to do something like that?” This comes in opposition with the view of many drug films that re-entry to the “healthy” society is a good reason to quit drugs. Moreover the myth that all addicts look up to persons with normal life is dissolved by the fact that through almost every non-addict has his/hers own problem, physical or mental. This constant sarcasm brings society to the stand besides the addict himself, and breaks the stereotype that addicts start habitual drug use for personal reasons only.

Besides capitalism itself, the never-ending conflict between Scots and English, an item absent from almost every movie filmed in Scotland, is present in this film in only a slight extent exposing the lack of unity between the different regions the world outside Great Britain. It is present in just one scene, at which the four main characters are talking about ‘nothing in particular’ as always. Renton joking says “Some people hate the English, but I don't. They're just wankers. We, on the other hand, are colonized by wankers. We can't even pick a decent culture to be colonized by.”  This short dialogue between Renton and his friends, besides showing the conflict it also indicates that they feel inferior because they are Scots and enhances the stereotype that all drug addicts have some sort of inferiority and self-pity complex.

Trainspotting was harshly criticized, mainly by US critics, for showing in some cases a lighter side of drug use as well providing many excuses for becoming an addict, and so attract potential users to drugs instead of repel them (Turan 15). However, parallelism between many scenes gives the viewer the feeling of boredom and repetition in an addict’s life and that’s definitely not something one might want to try. A striking distance from the view of some drug movies showing only that drugs make you high and you need to quit only because it is bad for your health. Also many drug movies show the addict as incapable of escaping addiction by him/herself and show him/her quit only through external reasons. Trainspotting underneath its “coolness” and the sometimes incomprehensible Scottish accent and slang, surreal scenes with a touch of crude reality, helps addicts find hope, the curious find repulsion to drugs and the cynics find sympathy for drug addicts.
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