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Abstract 

 
Regardless of whether or not drug addicts undergo a rehabilitation treatment, they are still often stigmatized in the 

eyes of society. This instance is particularly shown in J. K. Rowling’s The Casual Vacancy, where Pagford Parish 

Council and the society of Pagford condemned a certain group of residents in the Fields for being drug dependent, 

despite their best effort to recover through a rehabilitation program in Bellchapel Addiction Clinic. This study 

intends to examine the misconceptions and stigma that later shaped Pagford’s collective consciousness towards 

drug addicts. In addition, the society of the real-life setting and the background of the author are also taken into 

account. These different elements shape certain structures, and in analyzing both the literary structure and extra-

literary forces of the novel, the writer implements Jan Mukarovsky’s Dynamic Structuralism. The result of the 

analysis is that as an authoritative group, Pagford Parish Council was capable of shaping the town’s collective 

consciousness. Thus, by remaining ignorant of the addicts’ predicament, they had embraced a collective 

consciousness in which they disregarded the collective responsibility of the community to provide for the wellbeing 

of their individuals. This situation had placed them in a moral decline, seeing that such self-created breakdown in 

society correspondingly means a breakdown in morality. In support of these findings, the extra-literary forces from 

both the author’s society and background have also factored as a ground for increasing social awareness of drug 

addicts’ stigmatization. 
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Introduction 

Drug abuse or drug addiction is a chronic and complex disease concerning habitual taking of illicit 

drugs which is caused by excessive use of recreational drug. It is capable of striking any unsuspecting 

individual, and is no longer considered as an uncommon issue in society nowadays. When drug has 

entered the humans’ bodies, there are certain behavioral aspects that will change, and compulsive drug 

use is one of them. According to the statistics from The Health and Social Care Information, respondents 

from the drug misuse findings claimed that heroin is the most unsafe type of drugs (13), and it is most 

commonly involved in drug poisoning deaths, making it frequently involved in drug misuse cases (37–

38). 

Many researchers suggest that drug abuse and poverty are connected in certain way. People who are, 

for example, unemployed in long term and inhabit insecure housings have bigger chance to become 

dependent on drugs once they started using (Kaestner17–18). This factor alone cannot be used as the sole 

blame. There are also other aspects that can affect this habit, like childhood experiences, family or 

workplace situation, unhealthy surroundings, or perhaps other psychological factors (Shaw 14). Other 

than the misconception above, there is also the false impression among society that mistakenly view drug 

abuse and addiction as a mere social problem (Shiner10). Most of these thinkers characterize the addicts 

as morally weak, and they assume that the drug abusers are able to instantly stop their addiction by 

stopping their illicit drug use. People who harbor this kind of assumption believe that the problem only 

relies on the addicts’ behaviors. This way of thinking can be considered as an ignorant manner of how 

society views drug abusers or addicts. 
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The Casual Vacancy is set in a fictional place called Pagford, a small town in the South West England, 

and is centered on the conflicts in the town’s local council, Pagford Parish Council. The novel is built 

with the sudden death of the local councilor, Barry Fairbrother. Members of the council who are divided 

into two factions see Barry’s death in different lights. With the absence of Barry who originally sided 

with the option to keep The Fields (a poverty-stricken area in which it houses several heroin addicts) and 

Bellchapel (a rehabilitation clinic that the addicts rely upon) as parts of the Pagford, his allies face the 

difficulty to replace his bold existence. On the contrary, those who think that Pagford should be rid of The 

Fields and Bellchapel clinic see the incident as an opportunity to win their case.As the whole town is 

busied with the ruckus of the election for the vacant seat, egotistic individuals are determined to take 

down their competitors but forgetting their expected role as councilors in the first place. The candidates 

are distracted by motives other than their own goals; either the ‘Pro-Fielders’ or ‘the Anti-Fielders’. Their 

judgments are blinded either on the basis to make Pagford less unaesthetic, to acquire easy money through 

bribery, to retain tainted reputation, or solely to avenge Barry. Throughout the arguments and scandals 

thrown onto each other, nobody in the council pays genuine concern to the heroin addicts in The Fields 

despite the fact that they are supposed to be the caring individuals. Gradually the situation worsens, and 

eventually it peaks with the deaths of two residents in The Fields. Yet in the end, still no one cares. 

In this study, the writer would like to stress the problem that addicts face and how their predicaments 

could be ignored by the society even though technically they are part of the society as well. By analyzing 

the plotline in the novel itself, it helps to give a portrayal of how the novel’s author relates to the issue. 

However, not only the writer has to examine why and how it happens in the literary work, but there should 

also be a further examination on how the author lives their life, how the real environment is pictured in 

the novel, and how it affects her decision to write such story. Therefore, the most relevant theory to 

analyze both intrinsic elements and extrinsic elements of the literary work is Jan Mukarovsky’s dynamic 

structuralism.  

Mukarovsky believes that by acknowledging the literary work in a deeper perspective, it is possible to 

find the dynamic relationship that ties the literary work, the author, the reader, and the society together. 

In order to reach said goal, the writer ought to find certain identifying signs that later could lead to the 

meaning of the work–creator–readers–reality as a totality. In other words, we should be able to see the 

meaning of the interrelation of the elements inside and outside of the literary work; the interrelation 

between society’s view towards drug addicts in the novel, Rowling’s purpose in writing that type of 

characteristic of society, how the readers perceive it, and how it is reflected in reality. Dynamic 

Structuralism is a fitting replacement theory for Structuralism and Russian Formalism, seeing that it is 

able to fix the deficiency of the “static conceptions of structure”. By fixing this “static structure”, it means 

no longer isolating a literary work from its extra-literary forces, thus acknowledging the complexity in 

the dynamic systems. Despite of being a large entity to cover, Dynamic Structuralism shows to be a 

comprehensive theory that can analyze the structure in a literary work thoroughly. This way, the writer 

can gather the structure which is contained in the literary work as a final conclusion by “simplifying 

without discarding complexity” (Fischer 315). 

Other than Mukarovsky’s dynamic structuralism, a concept of collective consciousness and collective 

responsibility is also implemented in this study analysis. The term of collective consciousness in this sense 

is originally taken from Durkheim in 1893 of his definition which claimed that collective consciousness 

as “the unity of things” is a major element that binds people in their solidarity (10–11). Consequently, the 

problem of collective consciousness ultimately begins in the collective phenomena within a community 

because according to Burns the authoritative figures refuse to take notice on certain issues in the societies 

(81–82). When the presence of collective consciousness or social awareness is involved, the collective 

responsibility automatically comes into focus. This type of responsibility contradicts with the notion that 

only individuals get to be blamed and be held morally responsible for their actions. A more in depth 

explanation regarding this is categorized into four groups by Joel Feinberg (Risser 2): (a) group liability 

without fault; (b) group liability with contributory and noncontributory fault; (c) group liability with 

contributory fault of every member; and (d) group liability with collective non-distributive fault. 
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Nevertheless, whatever category the responsibility falls into, to a certain extent a community is liable to 

its members’ wellbeing when they directly or indirectly influence said members’ actions (Risser 9). 

The writer chooses this topic as the center of discussion because the problem mostly deals with how 

drugs, addiction, and rehabilitation is seen through the society’s point of view. The significance of this 

study lies on the importance of acknowledging the difficulties that addicts face in society. A group of 

influential individuals outside of this problem has to recognize how poverty plays its role as a major 

setback to addicts’ condition and how supportive environment is needed in order to put an end to this 

predicament. Moreover, seeing it from other perspective, this study can hopefully raise an awareness of 

how the local community acts and how its collective consciousness can affect the society’s morals as well. 

Other than that, the writer wishes for this study to be another contribution for its Airlangga University 

academic community, especially the English Department and Faculty of Humanities.  The writer also 

expects that it can provide insights and ideas to those who wish to know more about studies on structures 

and sociology of literature that revolve around Jan Mukarovsky’s dynamic structuralism theory. 

To acquire the conclusion for this study, the steps of analysis that will be taken is to first, find out how 

the Pagford society views drug abusers and rehabilitation of the inhabitants who live in the poverty-

stricken area of The Fields. From there, the writer can discover the structure of the literary work then 

proceed to learn the underlying structure that can be found in the society. The next step is to find out how 

the literary work of The Casual Vacancy relates to its author, J. K. Rowling, and the society that surrounds 

her. In this case, Mukarovsky’s Dynamic Structuralism differs from other branches of Structuralism 

because it is capable of discerning the extrinsic elements outside the literary work itself, so that it can be 

discovered how the extra-literary forces influence Rowling to create this novel. 

Discussion 

The analysis will be divided into two  subchapters. To be more precise, it will be separated into several 

steps. The first point will focus on the literary work. In order to find the data related to the problem and 

to identify them, data collection is acquired by doing close reading to the object of research, J. K. 

Rowling’s The Casual Vacancy. The focus of the close reading is not the entire aspects and parts of the 

novel, but only the ones that are related to the study, which is the structures formed by the intrinsic 

elements, especially ones that could lead to the problems that are involved with society. The second point 

will revolve around the British society in real life that surrounds the author and literary work, and the 

background of Rowling herself. It will be explained how the society and background influences the 

creation and plot of the novel. It will be analyzed through the facts and statistics concerning illicit drug 

problems in England, the various perspectives and stigma of addicts among the society and Rowling’s 

personal stance about this matter.  

The Literary Structure of The Casual Vacancy 

In the Pagford society, the local council that held power was divided into two factions that saw the 

matter concerning drug dependency and rehabilitation in the Fields in different understandings. This of 

course prompted different ways of thinking that affect the townsfolk’s behavior differently. However, the 

odds of the situation eventually sided with the majority of the people’s voices who belong in the anti-

Fielders faction. The remaining influential individuals other than Barry Fairbrother in the local council 

were even the main supporters of this group, such as the council leader, administrator, and one of the new 

council candidates; Howard, Shirley, and Miles Mollison. They and with all the rest of the anti-Fielders 

faction believed that the presence of drug abusers in the Fields only added a burden to the Pagford society. 

Their predicament dealing with the substance dependency was seen as more of a crime than a concerning 

health issue. They were constantly blamed for what they had no choice of. Howard, especially, stayed 

true to his deluded understanding that all of the drug abusers were only lacking in self-discipline and 

willpower and that was the main reason that they could not maintain their progress with the addiction 

recovery. From the first get-go, Howard even went as far to say that the addicts in the Fields were the 

only one to blame for taking drugs in the first place as if it suggested that they could have had a choice in 

that matter.  
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What’s worse was that the anti-Fielders faction was not the only group that acted condescending to 

the drug abusers of the Fields. The pro-Fielders faction, for all their talk about wanting to help and assist 

them to achieve better future through addiction recovery, was truthfully not quite that genuine in pursuing 

their goal or supporting their cause. Even though the remaining assertive individuals like Parminder 

Jawanda, Tessa and Colin Wall were struggling to win what Barry had left and believed in, they did not 

possess solid reasons in their intentions. Somehow, at the end of the story, these two characters that were 

responsible of helping the Fields ended up showing paradoxical qualities behind their actions. Parminder 

tried hard to help the review case of Terri Weedon —one of the addicts in the Fields—, only to realize 

later that she did not care about what would eventually happen to her; she came to terms with herself that 

all the while she had been supporting Barry because she had found a romantic interest in him. Tessa too, 

in the end admitted upon being accused by her own son, that she actually regarded the Weedons family a 

more degraded caste in their society. Meanwhile, Colin had not possessed the required traits of a reliable 

councilor that could function without the constant concern or reprimand of his wife as he himself had a 

serious case of psychological problems; he only reached that point where he wanted to be a council 

because he was obsessed in being a figure like his friend Barry. 

In general, the anti-Fielders‘ attitudes towards drug addicts might come off as the more damaging 

behavior with their belief that addicts were only a burden to society, that they lacked self-discipline and 

willpower, their refusal to acknowledge drug addiction as a chronic health problem, and their thoughtless 

usage of offensive language. Still, the pro-Fielders’ real motives and thoughts were in no way better than 

their opposing faction, because none of them had the actual interest in helping the drug abusers. These 

similar types of ignorance is a collective consciousness which is formed with intricate connections and 

relationships, because each individual’s viewpoint is part of something bigger that eventually becomes 

the social awareness that defines them all. The collective consciousness of Pagford Parish Council had a 

major significance to the society‘s attitudes and how it functions, as argued by Montero that the pervasive 

nature of a collective could be highly influential and should be acknowledged lest its presence takes 

complete control of the way the society approaches a certain issue (204). 

As a formally constituted body of people which is in charge of managing the affairs of the town, 

Pagford Parish Council had a set of responsibilities to maintain sustainable regional well-being of all the 

Pagfordians, including the Fielders. With their so-called pure intent to keep the townspeople out of harm, 

Pagford Parish Council had pushed away the Fielders as a part of their community and even threatened 

the delicate progress of the drug addicts’ rehabilitation program. Even though demanding the same 

responsibility from a collective as opposed to the idea that it is ascribed only to individual persons is a bit 

tricky, according to Cooper, collective responsibility can actually be something that is not reducible to 

individual responsibility (267). This suggests that a number of people as a group can be held accountable 

for the number of actions they take in order to look after their members, or lack thereof. For the 

consequence of the whole town‘s action to be considered as collective responsibility, other parties and 

elements of the society need to be involved as well. In this sense, the pro-Fielders faction and even the 

townspeople who were not included in the Parish Council also held an amount of responsibility.  

According to the categories of collective responsibility by Joel Feinberg in 1970, the particular 

phenomenon that occurred in the novel can be grouped into the second category: group liability with 

contributory and noncontributory fault. It means that there is a party within the group who contributed 

directly in causing the harm, namely in this case: the anti-Fielders who decided on the ill fortune of the 

drug addicts and the Fielders. However, it also means that other parties who do not take part in causing 

deliberate damage are still at fault for their noncontributory action with their different types of ignorance, 

namely the pro-Fielders and the townspeople who voted for another anti-Fielder for the new councilor 

election in the first place. This is in accordance with Smiley‘s statement about how collectives could 

create damage by “leading or enabling” their group members to perform harmful actions, and thus, are 

collectively and morally responsible for any wrongdoing (196). 

Following the election of Miles as the new councilor, the reassigning of the Fields and the removal of 

Bellchapel Addiction Clinic was implied to be carried out soon after. This news reached Terri and later 

her daughter Krystal would find her return to a state of relapse. Krystal considered asking for help, but 
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was afraid that if a social worker was involved her little brother Robbie would be taken away again. A 

sudden reckless idea swayed her that if she could find a way to conceive her boyfriend’s baby, his mother 

Tessa would find a better reason to protect her and her brother. The next turn of events went backfired on 

her; while Krystal and her boyfriend were having sex behind the bushes near the River Orr, Robbie was 

left alone in a bench and despite his cries and encounters with several Pagfordians, they all ignored him 

until the little boy somehow stumbled into the river and was too late to be saved. Krystal’s death almost 

immediately followed Robbie‘s, of a drug overdose that she injected herself once she had found out that 

she had lost her brother. Her suicide by her own mother‘s needle and stack of heroin was the taint that 

further ruined her image in the town‘s perspective, and the more reason that could be exploited by the 

cynical anti-Fielders to prove their ‘point’. One of the ideas of this novel does not seem to stray far from 

the town being the ‘high and mighty’ individuals that they were. As if purposely providing an 

anticlimactic ending, the narrative gave no resolution that could give a hintwhether Pagford finally 

realized their misguided morality, even towards the end of the story. The last scene describes the funeral 

of Krystal and Robbie, in a church filled with scornful audience who could not care less to what had 

happened in reality. The last paragraph is closed by a single sentence that shows even when “[Terri‘s] 

family half carried [her] back down the royal blue carpet”, overwhelmed with the loss of two children, 

Pagford still chose to keep their ignorance as “the congregation averted its eyes.” (Rowling 503). 

Pagford‘s overall way of thinking and their stance against the Fields was a consequence born by the 

stigma and ignorance that revolved around the topic of illicit drug users. The council‘s initial purpose to 

maintain stability and cohesion through new regulation and boundary review had disrupted the prevailing 

norms and values of the society. When the problem is concerned with moral blameworthiness, the 

community involved may not be responsible according to law, but they are still deemed accountable to 

the community‘s sense of acceptable or unacceptable moral behavior (Smiley 199); it is parallel to 

Durkheim‘s claim that argued how such self-created breakdown in society correspondingly means a 

breakdown in morality (Hookway 3). A general decline in morality was nothing new, but it truly is 

concerning for a community to not realize that they have condemned a part of themselves to an ill-fated 

situation and yet feel smug pleasure about it. Bauman‘s assessed this situation as a “sociological 

reductionism”, where a social group merely agrees with moral relativism and sets the grounds of the 

people‘s actions on however the majority of them act (Hookway 10–11). The aforementioned statement 

is not without a reason, because there are times when a society is indeed able to cause damage to itself 

through what Bauman called as a “morality-silencing” force (Hookway 9). 

The Extra-Literary Forces of The Casual Vacancy 

Given that Rowling put the imaginary town Pagford in England, the real life conditions in question 

are obviously obtained from there. For that reason, the observation of the growing stigma as a form of the 

society‘s ignorance towards illicit drug users is focused in England. Through 2011 to 2012, the main type 

of drug addiction that people received treatments for was opiates only, which included heroin (The Health 

and Social Care Information Centre 57). A heroin addiction falls under the class A of Misuse Drugs Act 

classification and it relies heavily on methadone, a synthetic opiates that are used as a substitute during 

the rehabilitation treatment. Regardless of its legitimate use as an attempt to cure, methadone is still 

misunderstood by most people as a mere other type of addictive substance. Even as a valid medical 

solution, methadone is still yet to convince people of its justifiable purpose.  

The way people treat a relapse of a drug abuser is also a stigma in its own. It is true that one of the 

goals of rehabilitation is to treat drug addiction while preventing any setback to the process, but a relapse 

is still a common part of the way to recovery rather than a “disaster” like what people often believe (UK 

DrugPolicy Commission 39). A policy report from United Kingdom in 2010 revealed that despite stigma‘s 

nature that changes over time, more often than not drug addiction is put in the stigmatized role in most 

social situations (Lloyd 17). One of the reasons for this constant stereotype is the imbalance of power 

between different groups constituted in society. It corresponds with the fact that the most stigmatized 

group in United Kingdom is the drug and alcohol dependent, along with other vulnerable groups like the 

one with mental illness, the disabled and the ethnic minorities (Lloyd 23). 
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Nevertheless, even compared to the other stigmatized group, drug addicts still puts up with the worst 

image among them all since most respondents in the National Statistics Survey viewed them as 

“dangerous to others”, “could pull themselves together if they wanted”, “having only themselves to 

blame”, “will never recover fully”, and other negative misconceptions (Lloyd 26). They insinuate that no 

matter how hard the trouble they go through of undergoing the rehabilitation, drug users will always be 

regarded as burdensome, weak-minded, irresponsible, and incurable. In fact, according to UK Drug Policy 

Commission, “the blame game” has always been the society‘s go-to solution, the easiest and quickest 

explanation to answer to every argument that questions their ignorance. These wrong ideas further 

commence the growing roots of stigma, and are reflected prominently in the novel as one of the main 

conflicts through Pagford‘s attitude towards drug abuse, which is comprised of the beliefs that addicts 

who are undergoing treatments are still a burden to society, lacking self-discipline or willpower, wholly 

responsible for taking it in the first place, and are more of a crime-doers rather than victimized patients. 

In addition to the real-life, social circumstances regarding society‘s view on drug addicts in England, 

the extra-literary forces in this case also include the background and personal stance of the novel‘s author; 

J. K. Rowling. Rowling claimed that The Casual Vacancy was something that comes as close as a personal 

book to her, in a sense that it deals with broad themes that has created a big influence in her life. In an 

interview with Gompertz from BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation), she mentioned how “there are 

attitudes in the book that [she] has found [herself] suffering from in a formative time in [her] life”. Besides 

the fact that Rowling herself had passed a period of poverty while in Britain, a lot of aspects of the 

Weedons family‘s situation interests her, and thus convinced her further to address the subject and themes 

that are personally important to her. With a particularly personal experience in mind, Rowling claimed 

that the dispute in regards to class differences is a never-ending problem in Britain. She recalled that there 

was always a conflict over the placing of substandard council/public housing, and much like the Fields in 

the novel, the most problematic families tend to be fumbled in a rough place. On this subject, Rowling 

blatantly stated that “[the middle class] is a phenomenally snobby society”, and it reflects on the characters 

of Pagford, where she could find the utmost pretension in them (Rowling in The Guardian). 

Despite the subtle contempt towards the anti-Fielders that Rowling emanates from her narrative, she 

did all the characters justice by disclosing each of the characters’ thoughts without explicitly worded 

indication that she was taking sides. In terms of treating literature as a moral function, Rowling is what 

Quinn would call a “moralist”, showing concern with human beings and their behaviors (Quinn 213; 219). 

Rowling never straightforwardly shoved her perspectives on the issue for the readers to adapt, but she 

merely use her literary work to reorganize the raw material of her life, thoughts and emotions into the 

representation of what she deems as her version of reality. With the great range of behaviors which is 

revealed through many point of views of the characters, Rowling trusts her readers to be able to 

sympathize with different characters at different times because ultimately, the purpose of her writing 

structure in The Casual Vacancy is to make the readers understand why the characters make imperfect 

choices. Nonetheless, however impartial Rowling was between the different parties in the novel, she 

clearly still meant for the Weedons family to be the object that draws a more thoughtful consideration 

from the readers. The problem eventually goes back to the society and the responsibility that they have as 

a collective entity not to blame and shun the addicts for something that they have no control of. In another 

interview with Memmott from USA Today, Rowling expressed that the society’s ignorance towards the 

wellbeing of its individuals as a collective is indeed the issue that needs to be tackled, considering that 

the weighty question in the book is how much responsibility that we have for each other. 

Conclusion 

In The Casual Vacancy, the anti-Fielders faction, the pro-Fielder faction, and even the other 

townspeople outside the council had brought out blatant stigmatization and disregard the predicament of 

the drug addicts in Pagford. All of their behaviors are a type of ignorance that they constantly harbor, 

resulting in the collective consciousness of the town‘s majority. Implementing Joel Feinberg‘s 

classification of collective responsibility, Pagford society‘s liability falls under the category of group 

liability with contributory and noncontributory fault. Their constant defense to uphold an admirable image 
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of the true Pagfordians and their hypocrisy to admit even a sliver of guilt were a testament to the moral 

decline of the town, where a society is capable of causing damage to itself through their “morality-

silencing” force. England as the setting of the story and its real-life conditions which are related with the 

drug addiction issue play a big part in influencing this novel. Rowling‘s background and personal 

experience, too, had become another external factor that shaped her personal stance and perspective 

throughout the narrative. Through an overview of these information which was obtained from various 

sources, the stigmas towards drug addicts among the society is well-depicted in The Casual Vacancy. 

Thus, the misconceptions and the society‘s attitudes that are found in the story are not just elements of 

fiction, but the reflection of reality. Regarding Quinn‘s statement that a novelist is a moralist, Rowling‘s 

view through The Casual Vacancy on the collective responsibility should not be taken as a condemnation, 

but as the basis for increasing social awareness of drug addicts‘ stigmatization in order to develop better 

practices of society. 
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