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ecstasy in the Netherlands

it was a “new” drug in the 1980’s

The Netherlands was known for its succesful harm reduction
response to the heroin epidemic of the 1970s, yet it was quick to
classify MDMA as a hard drug

ecstasy was a drug used by people that were not seen as junks 
or addicts: a normalizing influence on drug scenes.

today its regulatory context is under discussion again
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structure of today’s presentation

part 1: digitized newspaper & radio data as a source for
the study of the reputation of ecstasy

part 2: digitized television data as a source for the study of 
the reputation of ecstasy

part 3: ecstasy in Dutch current affairs television programs 
in 2016



1: digitized newspaper & radio data as a source 
for the study of the reputation of ecstasy





keyword search



timeline graph



word clouds/word frequency lists

Texcavator screenshot

https://portal.clarin.nl/node/14375


3 the leveled approach

close reading

Result accessed with Delpher

delpher.nl


2: digitized television data as a source for the
study of the reputation of ecstasy



distant reading recent 
TV coverage of ecstasy

interpretation of the 
results on a timeline 
visualization

query: xtc OR mdma OR 
ecsta*y

Results in available speech transcript of current affairs TV (6 March 2023)

Completeness of the genre facet in the TV collection (8 March 2023)



distant reading recent 
TV coverage of ecstasy

zooming in on the recent 
five year peak of interest

Relative frequency in current affairs in the period 2013 - 2017 (10 March 2023)



distant reading recent 
TV coverage of ecstasy

the most frequently co-
occurring words for each 
of those five years

what selection to make for 
close reading?



distant reading recent 
TV coverage of ecstasy

list of 2017 search results 
with Automatic Speech 
Recognition preview



close reading recent TV 
coverage of ecstasy

i decided to close read the 
relevant results for 2016 
with two aims:

- methodological
- ecstasy use 

interpretation



3: ecstasy in Dutch current affairs television
programs in 2016



reputation of ecstasy 
use in 2016

- a strong notion of 
normalization of 
ecstasy/party drug use

- a response to this 
normalization

- two tones (sometimes 
mixed): casual and 
concerned

- the debate revolves 
around the question 
“what is normal?”



distant vs. close 
reading

with distant reading, it was 
possible to get a thematic
idea for specific years of 
coverage on ecstasy

with close reading, the 
complex tone became 
clear, which is a result of 
visual cues as much as 
textual cues



what works?

- thematic interpretation 
for time periods

- ASR quality (only 1 result 
was not about ecstasy, 
and this was a slip of the 
tongue)

- interpreting categorized 
results such as genre (or 
broadcaster; relevant 
person etc.)



what would make 
distant reading more 
effective?
- visual recognition of 

objects or settings 
(especially to find 
instances where the 
keywords are not used)

- music recognition (sad 
music for dramatic effect; 
house music at party 
scenes)

(but for now, human 
interpretation of the actual 
broadcast seems essential)



concluding remarks

- structural combination of distant 
reading + close reading can help to 
find relevant material for historical 
analysis of the reputation of drugs 
in (national) media contexts

- the approach that worked for 
newspaper and radio data archives 
also proved useful for television 
data

- specific challenges remain: the 
visual element contributes to the 
complex tone of the debate
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