
Journal Editor’s introduction 

Welcome to the January 2026 edition of ‘journal corner’ where we offer curriculum friendly 
summaries of papers published in the BSA journal Sociology.  These are accompanied by an 
informal interview with authors.  
  
In this journal corner, we focus our discussion on Associate Professor Guillaume Dumont’s co-
authored paper, titled: Drugs, Law Enforcement and Urban Marginalisation in Downtown 
Barcelona: The Challenges of Harm Reduction Policing (2025). This paper will be made open 
access and free to download for a short period. 
 
This article speaks to a range of topics relevant to the curriculum; including issues of social 
control, policing and moral violence in policing work. The paper also highlights interconnections 
across the sociology of crime and deviance and the sociology of health and illness.  

As always, we hope that this will inspire wide-ranging, and critical, discussion.    
 
Best wishes  
The Editors of Sociology  

  

https://url.uk.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/P_xGCN85PSEDlnizCKHyrm92?domain=journals.sagepub.com
https://url.uk.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/P_xGCN85PSEDlnizCKHyrm92?domain=journals.sagepub.com


Drugs, Law Enforcement and Urban Marginalisation in Downtown Barcelona: The 

Challenges of Harm Reduction Policing (2025)  

Recent scholarship has documented the emergence of ‘harm reduction policing’ (HRP).  Rather 

than pursuing punitive interventions, HRP recognises and aims to reduce the adverse health, 

social and legal consequences of drug use.  In Barcelona, for example, harm reduction has been 

integrated into public health frameworks leading to the launch of harm reduction facilities, and 

the creation of substitution and treatment programmes. Further examples include Philadelphia’s 

police-assisted diversion programme and Seattle’s LEAD where PWUD can be redirected to 

health and social services. 

Yet, as the authors note, “while this emerging scholarship foresees a positive change in policing 

models, studies of the violent and harmful interactions between police and PWUD proliferate” 

(page 4).   Put another way, there is a discrepancy between the emergence of this new policing 

model and what is actually happening on the street. The article by Guillaume Dumont and Rafael 

Clua-Garcia looks to explore and offer further information on this discrepancy.   

Methodologically the article draws on 27 semi-structed interviews with officers from four police 

departments within El Raval, Barcelona. El Raval hosts “dozens of drug-selling locations and has 

high spatial concentration of PWUD” (page 5). It is also home to harm reduction initiatives, 

such as an active drug consumption room, and community organisations that provide support 

for PWUD. Participants with diverse roles were purposively sampled to capture the variety of 

interactions with PWUD. The sample included street patrollers enforcing drug laws at the street 

level, undercover officers investigating drug trafficking, neighbourhood policing teams and top-

level leadership (page 6).  The interview guides were developed using field observations made as 

part of the wider multiyear ethnographic project and featured role-tailored sections. For example, 

the guide for neighbourhood police officers emphasised their interactions with residents and 

decision makers. Data were analysed thematically following Braun and Clarke’s approach. 

Officers articulated a three dimensional view of PWUD, suggesting that drug use is inextricable 

from mental illness, criminal behaviour and social exclusion. As Dr Dumont notes in the 

interview below “under this view, people who use drugs do not qualify as legitimate citizens, but 

as a threat” to officer’s mission of ensuring the community’s security. As a result, officers 

employed instrumental social control based on two main policing strategies. Street patrollers, for 

example, used a punitive strategy to castigate and educate. The main instrument for this was the 

simple possession charge. Whilst officers complained about its inadequacy this was less to do 

with any related harm which may be caused and more to do with their limited punitive potential 

since PWUD were homeless and unable to pay (page 13). In contrast, undercover officers 

primarily employed an opportunistic strategy. Officers justified these discretionary practices by 

claiming empathy and compassion for the circumstances and stigma faced by PWUD. However 

the success of these opportunistic strategies were built upon that very vulnerability in the first 

place. As one participant said: 

“I don’t always take drugs from them [PWUD], you know? This way, they see I’m chill with 

them; they’re kinda shocked by it!  Then, they hand it back, and just like that, we snag info we 

wouldn’t have otherwise!” (page 14) 
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The article touches on a number of important sociological issues of direct relevance across the 

curriculum: most notably crime and deviance, police and policing styles, forms of social control 

and research methods. We found two things particularly interesting here: 

Moral violence: The authors use the concept of ‘moral violence’ to make sense of the officers’ 

understanding of drug policing and its subjects. Moral violence builds upon an expansive 

definition of violence. Violence cannot be identified and analysed only in terms of physical 

manifestations but should also include assaults on personhood, dignity, values and sense of 

worth (page 4). Moral violence incorporates two points critical to the authors’ investigation. 

First, while society has become hostile to manifestations of police (physical) violence, moral 

violence remains pervasive in everyday interactions. Second, the concept of moral violence 

prompts us to investigate the socio-cultural conditions that make violence possible and 

acceptable.  

Pervasive criminalisation:  The authors suggest that findings reveal the limitations of harm reduction 

policing, which are “powerfully intertwined and constrained by officers’ moral imaginaries and 

practices” (page 15). Officers’ embodiment of specific values and norms converge into a shared 

moral imaginary about PWUD. This then informs the requalification of PWUD as people who 

are a threat to the police’ mission and justifies instrumental control through moral (and physical) 

violence.  

The authors do not wish to dismantle the hope surround harm reduction policing. Rather, they 

emphasise the importance of considering the complexities if we are to support the 

implementation of harm reduction approaches.  

  



Interview 

Guillaume Dumont is currently an Associate Professor of Anthropology and director of the Ethnography Institute 
at emlyon Business School.   Guillaume has held visiting positions at the University of California, Los Angeles; 
IESE Business School; the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology; Jönköping International Business School; 
the University of Colorado at Boulder; the Open University of Catalonia; and the Autonomous University of 
Barcelona. Guillame will be a Visiting Scholar at the Institute for the Study of Societal Issues (ISSI) at UC 
Berkeley starting from September 2025. 

Can you tell us what led you to write this paper?  

We are a team of two anthropologists with different research trajectories. Rafael is a nurse 

specialising in drug treatment programs and working in jail, while Guillaume is a research 

professor studying work and organisations ethnographically. We knew each other for a long 

time, and we began this project unevenly, sparked by a bar discussion one evening in El Raval, 

the neighbourhood where we conducted our research. We were both very curious about a 

phenomenon called “narcopisos”, namely the dramatic expansion of drug-dealing locations 

where people who use drugs could buy and consume heroin, cocaine, and crack cocaine. While 

places like the narcopisos are typically located at the city margin, where the police presence is 

limited, it is fascinating that El Raval is situated within the Barcelona city centre, where the flow 

of tourists is high and constant, and the police are literally everywhere.  We were asking ourselves 

how the expansion of drug-dealing locations was possible in such a context.  

 

Why did you do it this way?  

This paper belongs to a broader project studying the expansion of drug trafficking organisations 

in Barcelona. What we found is counterintuitive: Instead of striving to avoid the laws aimed at 

limiting their operations, drug trafficking organisations strategically exploit them to their 

advantage. We arrived at this finding using ethnographic methods. Instead of relying on 

traditional quantitative databases, we spent months collecting data by working and living with the 

research participants to gain an understanding of their lived experiences with the phenomenon. 

Guillaume, indeed, relocated to El Raval for almost two years. During this time, we worked with 

drug dealers and people who use drugs, but also found it essential to collect the views of the 

residents living in El Raval, and of the police officers involved in investigating and prosecuting 

them, to produce a well-rounded analysis of the phenomenon. This paper focuses more 

specifically on the police view.   

What do you remember most about it?  

What makes this paper relevant is the insight it provides into the process of criminalisation of 

people who use drugs, specifically those who are in highly precarious situations, often 

experiencing homelessness and exclusion from the labour market.  In Europe and North 

America, there is a growing tendency to speak about “harm reduction policing”, namely, the 

expansion of policing practices that are more respectful of people who use drugs and try to 

minimise the negative impact of drug use. In the UK, for instance, colleagues have been 

documenting that police officers express awareness of the suffering of people who use drugs and 
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try to alleviate it when possible. However, in Barcelona, many of the police officers we 

interviewed expressed a very different view, one that foregrounded people who use drugs as 

persona non grata in the public space. Under this view, people who use drugs do not qualify as 

legitimate citizens, but as a threat, therefore justifying the use of verbal and physical violence 

among the police. Of course, this view cannot be generalised to all police officers. Still, it was a 

general trend observed in our interviews and street-level observations.  

 

What next? 

We are currently working on the book for the project, which is scheduled to be published by 

Bellatera Edicions in Spanish by mid-2027, pending completion. Our goal with the book is to 

break from academic silos and offer an account that is accessible to a much broader audience by 

sharing the stories of drug dealers, people who use drugs, police officers, drug activists, harm 

reduction workers, and residents. Doing so, we believe, is perhaps the only way to move beyond 

taken assumptions about drug trafficking and the lives of people who use drugs, but also to shed 

light on broader processes of urban transformation. The narcopisos, indeed, are a unique 

window on social processes of wider importance such as urban renewal, marginalisation, and 

structural inequalities.  

 

 

 


