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My Experience With Poverty & Addiction

My response to Kathy Mai’s Submission 



I was touched deeply by Kathy Mai's submission to
the Jump+. Her video essay spoke to me in a very
personal way, as a recovering addict who escaped 
a cult and lived in poverty. I remember the social 
stigma and the difficulties of getting out. For my 
response I wanted to take some of the things she
said isaid in the essay and reflect on them. I picked three
statements that Mai made which impacted me the
most.



Social Stigma and Poverty
When I first read the words "Social Stigma & Poverty"
I thought about cigarettes. When I was in active
addiction, I chain smoked cigarettes. Cigarettes and
poverty go hand in hand. Cigarettes are a way to deal
with things, they give a sense of relief. But the cost of
that relief is immense. The social stigma of poverty can
be compared to the effects of smoking.be compared to the effects of smoking.

Poverty and the social stigma that comes with it is like
smoking cigarettes. Both slowly kill you. They destroy 
you on the inside and on the outside. Each cigarette
you smoke makes it harder to quit. The longer you live
in poverty the harder it is to get out. Smoking ruins 
your clothing, car, and house. Being impoverished
means you can't fix these things. Everything falls apart.means you can't fix these things. Everything falls apart.



"Many Americans, reject the presence of social stigma 
regarding poverty and accredit the negative aspects of 
     living the poor bear to their shortcomings and 
                          capabilities.” 

When I was living in poverty, a large reason why I began using was to help with
physical pain and my own insecurities. Smoking and drinking made me feel more
like a man. Alcohol helped me forget my self-perceived shortcomings and deal with
my anxieties. The social stigma of poverty is internalized by the impoverished. This
stigma is difficult to address internally. Self-blame and anger turned inwards leads
to destructive decisions. These destructive decisions lead to a vicious cycle.  



I remember the first time I woke up and realized that I didn't have any money
for food. It was Feburary of 2015 and all that I had was the clothes on my back.
I remember how much it hurt when I had to call my family and ask for help. I
had just got out of a cult and was living in a deeply unstable situation. I was
recovering from surgery, hooked on opiates, and I had just left a cult. It was so
hard to make a phone call to members of my family who I hadn't spoke with in 
years. Putting myself out there when I had absolutely nothing and fearing that Iyears. Putting myself out there when I had absolutely nothing and fearing that I
would be rejected. I had internalized the idea that being in poverty was my fault.  

“In a sense, the experience of poverty can be traumatic 
as the exposure to social stigma is dehumanizing and 
  negatively impacts the mindset of these individuals.” 



What’s really captured with this statement is the feeling of worthlessness. When I was
dealing with addiction and trying to get my life back together, I found ways to blame
myself. If I made a mistake, I found a way to beat myself with it. A common thought 
for me was that I wasn’t good enough and therefore I was not deserving. The social
stigma of poverty reinforces and etches these attitudes into our psyche. As these
attitudes became the predominant way that I felt and thought, I found myself wanting
alalcohol, cigarettes, and opiates even more. It was an endless vicious cycle.

“Further reinforced by the image and stigma centered 
around the poor, the stereotyped characteristics of 
laziness, filthiness, dangerousness, and non-productivity 
ultimately produce an endless cycle between 
            unemployment and poverty.”



This response does have a happy ending though!

I made it out of poverty. I did get clean. I have been clean
from heroin since April of 2015. I have been clean from
alcohol since April 1st 2018. I haven’t had a cigarette in
over a year. I got a certificate in welding in 2018 and 
worked as a machinist, welder, and TIG Fabricator. I am
graduting summa cum laude from Oakland University. I
was accepted into evewas accepted into every graduate school I applied to. 
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