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Handout:

What does the word ‘drug’ mean?

When people talk about the dangers of ‘drugs’ it is often very hard to work out what exactly they are talking about . Clearly the word means something very different in the phrases ‘a drug on the market’, ‘she is a hopeless drug abuser’ and ‘I owe my life to the drugs.’

When groups are asked to come up with a working definition on a training day a range of words are mentioned normally. 
The most common are 

· Illegal 

· Substances

· Illicit

· Addictive

· Recreational

· Habit forming

· Experimental

Now none of these are necessarily wrong but they are about the common associations that the word has  rather than its defining characteristics – properties that are true of all drugs. 

Merriam-Webster’s collegiate dictionary offers the following:

  1 a obsolete : a substance used in dyeing or chemical operations b : a substance used as a medication or in the preparation of medication c according to the Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act (1) : a substance recognized in an official pharmacopoeia or formulary (2) : a substance intended for use in the diagnosis, cure, mitigation, treatment, or prevention of disease (3) : a substance other than food intended to affect the structure or function of the body (4) : a substance intended for use as a component of a medicine but not a device or a component, part, or accessory of a device

2 : a commodity that is not salable or for which there is no demand — used in the phrase drug on the market

3 : something and often an illegal substance that causes addiction, habituation, or a marked change in consciousness.

Now, clearly, this in not helpful -  it simply repeats in print the kinds of responses that a training group gives and even reverts to US legal definitions  – and the law is simply a consensus formed by the powerful in society about how something should be perceived or dealt with.  
Encyclopaedia Britannica is more helpful – it defines a drug as
“any chemical substance that affects the functioning of living things and the organisms (such as bacteria, fungi, and protozoans) that infect them.”

Is chocolate  a drug?

It may seem extreme to talk of chocolate as a drug but it meets many of the criteria in the Webster’s definition above.

· Its’ theobromine and caffeine content produce a mildly stimulating effect.

· The sugar it is ‘cut’ with gives an energy boost.

· Many people report chocolate ‘bingeing’ and talk of being ‘addicted’ to it.

· Chronic chocolate use is associated with may health problems.

· Chocolate is now a banned substance in English schools where it cannot now be sold

Does it matter?
Taking about ‘drugs’ or ‘drug problems’ and referring to the more alarming substance separates out the use of ‘drugs’ from other forms of human activity – for instance having a glass of wine, a bar of chocolate or a cigarette. It turns it into a behaviour that is intrinsically deviant as opposed to something that is part of a continuum of normal human behaviour. This has the effect of making it difficult for people to deal with the reality of their own perhaps very dangerous patterns of use if they don’t fit into the usual stereotypes of the ‘user’ or ‘addict’ and so they may not access help either because they fell they  don’t need it or it may not be available.

There is a mystique about drug taking perhaps arising from fear – when people realize that we are talking about something that is deeply and probably boringly normal then it becomes possible to discuss issues in a more rational way.
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