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About Hazelden Quick Guides


Hazelden Quick Guides are short, accessible e-books that draw on the original work and best practices of leading experts to help readers address common addiction recovery and emotional health issues. The Get Smart collection describes each of the major drugs, its historical, cultural, and legal context, its addictive qualities, and information on prevention and treatment.




Introduction


Benjamin Franklin famously wrote, “In this world nothing is certain but death and taxes.”


We’d like to offer an amendment: new psychoactive drugs and new prohibitions against them are also certain.


People are fascinated by psychoactive experiences—whether their own or others. Some people will always want to stop others from using psychoactive drugs or protect them from harm. The result is a cycle of new drugs, new prohibitions, and new ways to skirt the prohibitions.


If you think that isn’t true, consider that fascination with intoxication extends beyond humankind. Cats go for catnip; birds go for fermented fruit; and perhaps most reckless of all, pachyderms love to tie one on. Elephants have been observed intentionally consuming fermented fruit and behaving badly as a result. They even seek out human-made alcohol. In 2012, a herd of fifty elephants ransacked a small Indian village in search of the local brew, mahua-nectar alcohol.1


Whether it’s from elephants wrecking villages or people wrecking homes, we seek protection from the bad judgment and weird behavior that accompanies use of psychoactive substances. In 500 BC, one of the five precepts of Buddhism was “I undertake to abstain from fermented drink that causes heedlessness.” Islam also includes a prohibition against alcohol use, and in the eleventh and twelfth centuries a campaign against hashish-eating Sufis resulted in the burning of cannabis fields. Coffee (which contains caffeine, a stimulant) was banned in the Ottoman Empire in the seventeenth century, while in the same era England banned women from entering coffeehouses. Coffee was off-limits to Orthodox Christians of Ethiopia until just over a century ago. Napoleon banned cannabis use among his occupying troops, who were smoking it and drinking it in a beverage. Finally, in the United States the following changes occurred:




	In 1860, taxes and regulations were first placed on marijuana.


	In 1875, the first ordinance banning opium use in opium dens was enacted in San Francisco.


	In 1914, the Harrison Narcotics Tax Act was passed, requiring licenses of opium and cocaine sellers.


	In 1920, alcohol was prohibited.





And the trend continues. We even have “analog laws,” intended to prevent the development and marketing of new drugs that behave like existing prohibited drugs. In essence, analog laws aim to reduce people’s attempts to get around the law by using modern chemical techniques.


Nevertheless, inventive thrill-seekers find ways around the law. A good example of the work-around took place after the alcohol prohibition amendment was established in the United States. During prohibition, people made their own liquor (and sometimes poisoned themselves in the process). Alcohol was smuggled in from Canada, where it was legal. Though saloons closed down, clandestine bars and liquor stores popped up all over the country.


Clever work-arounds emerge at the same pace new laws and regulations do. In the United States, this has included the creation of “designer drugs” and “synthetics,” drugs that behave like prohibited drugs—and which, by recent laws, are still likely illegal—but that are difficult to classify. In addition, new natural drugs are discovered or brought in by contact with other cultures.


Synthetic and Emerging Drugs Defined


These new drugs share several attributes: they are novel, they fly under the legal radar, and they have psychoactive effects. Because most of these substances are new to Western society (though in the case of some natural substances, not necessarily “new”), a good way to think of them is as emerging drugs. Two hundred years ago, morphine was an emerging drug; sixty years ago, LSD was; and fifty years ago, ecstasy (MDMA) was emerging (though it was actually discovered a century ago).


Most recently, there has been a spate of reports about “Spice/K2” and “bath salts” (mixtures containing synthetic replicas of, respectively, marijuana and the amphetamine cathinone); drugs sold online as “research chemicals”; and natural drugs like salvia and khat. The use of some of these—for example, bath salts and research chemicals—has resulted in truly tragic outcomes, including psychotic episodes, convictions of second-degree murder for administering a drug, and even death.


Other drugs in this class have less notoriety; for example, you can find online videos of people tripping on the legal hallucinogenic herb salvia, an ancient Central American spiritual intoxicant. Some of these drugs may be around for many years to come, and others may not. In this booklet we will explore some of these drugs, the consequences of using them, signs of use, and tips for preventing harm associated with them.


We will also explore a few of the emerging drugs. These include Spice/K2, bath salts, research chemicals, purple drank, molly, salvia, khat, and a mixed bag of substances called club drugs. We will explore Spice/K2, bath salts, and research chemicals in depth, as they have attracted more attention of late.




The Nature of Synthetic and Emerging Drugs


Changes in history, law, economics, and chemical science all play a role in what makes for an “emerging drug” at any given time. If you are reading this booklet to learn about K2/Spice, for example, that particular substance may no longer be a fad—but some other concoction might be. The trend is such that after these drugs emerge, they peak in the public interest (and use) for a bit, and then settle in. They may not disappear, but use typically diminishes and plateaus. Good sources of information about emerging trends include the following:




	The National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA). Detailed factual information on many drugs. (www.drugabuse.gov)


	The U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA). Detailed information on drugs and prosecution. (www.justice.gov/dea/index.shtml)


	The American Association of Poison Control Centers (AAPCC). Information collected from poison control centers across the United States, including poisonings from drug use. (www.aapcc.org)


	Erowid. Nonjudgmental descriptions of drugs and reports from users of drugs. Note: Parents should be aware that portions of this website describe drug experiences that may be either frightening or appealing to young people. (www.erowid.org)





Let’s begin with the nature of intoxicating drugs. For the most part, all of the drugs people use to become intoxicated start as plants or fungi and go through some transformative process. For example, though you may not think of beer as a drug, the alcohol in it is. In the United States and across the Western world, alcohol is legal but regulated, and so culturally we put it in a different category than other recreational drugs. But make no mistake, alcohol is a drug that has profound effects on the brain and body, and people use it to achieve those effects. Alcohol is made by fermenting fruit, grain, or other sugar-rich materials, and then concentrating the alcohol that results from the fermentation process. The fermentation and subsequent distillation produce and concentrate the drug. It’s a moderately sophisticated biological, chemical, and physical drug manufacturing process that has been elevated to an art form over millennia.


Another well-known drug, marijuana, starts as the cannabis plant, which has had many non-drug uses throughout history. Little is done to refine marijuana, but it must be dried and can then be smoked, cooked into mixtures, or extracted in some other way to obtain the psychoactive chemicals from the plant. Chemical analysis reveals the active ingredient to be tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), a drug that binds to specific nerve receptors in the brain associated with thinking, memory, pleasure, coordination, and time perception. (For more details, see the Hazelden e-booklet Get Smart About Marijuana.)


Opium, an extract of the poppy plant, has been used directly as an extract, but it is also processed into morphine, heroin, and many other useful painkilling drugs—which also, unfortunately, happen to be highly pleasurable and addictive. (For more on opium and the entire class of painkilling drugs, see the Hazelden e-booklet Get Smart About Prescription Painkiller Abuse.)


As pharmaceutical science has improved, people have learned to manufacture substances that behave somewhat like the substances extracted from naturally occurring drugs. In the case of opium, a classic example is fentanyl. It is much stronger than morphine, but while morphine is produced from opium, fentanyl is produced in the laboratory. It does not start with any plant-based material, and for this reason, it has been called “synthetic.” Fentanyl is a useful painkiller that has also been abused as a recreational drug. It locks into some of the same nerve receptors that opium does.


Over time, researchers have gained more understanding of which chemicals occur in ancient, natural drugs. They have figured out, to some degree, how these chemicals work in the body to produce the sought-after effect (whether that effect is medicinal or recreational). With that knowledge, there has been some success manufacturing drugs that behave similarly. The following sidebar helps explain some of the confusing array of terms applied to these drugs. Given that there is a lot of chemistry involved, we have avoided getting too specific.
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