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A psychoactive drug or psychotropic
substance is a chemical substance that
acts primarily upon the central nervous
system where it alters brain function,
resulting in temporary changes in
perception, mood, consciousness and/or
behavior.

Definition
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Five Historical Themes: Why do people use drugs?

1. Human beings have a basic need to find ways to
cope with their environment and existence.

– Early man by chance and experimentation found that
ingesting certain plants could ease fear and anxiety,
reduce pain, treat some illnesses, give pleasure, and
let them talk to their gods in order to control their
environment.
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Five Historical Themes: Why do people use drugs?

2. The human brain chemistry can be affected by psychoactive
drugs to induce an altered state of consciousness or mood. 

Psychoactive drugs: Any substance that directly alters normal
functioning of the central nervous system.  These drugs are
described by their chemical, trade, and street names. 

a. If psychoactive drugs did not affect the human brain
chemistry in a desirable manner, then they would not be
used.
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Five Historical Themes: Why do people use drugs?

3. Governments and businesses have been involved in cultivating,
manufacturing, taxing, and prohibiting drugs. 

4. Technological advances in refining and synthesizing drugs have
increased the potency of these substances.

5. The development of more efficient and faster methods of putting
drugs in the body has intensified the effects.

a. Mix, absorb, inhale, inject, snort, dissolve, smoke, and crush.
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History of Psychoactive Drugs

Prehistoric & the Neolithic Period (8500 BCE -4000 BCE)
• It has been estimated that 4,000 plants yield psychoactive

substances although only about 150 have historically been used
for that purpose.

• Alcohol has been the most popular psychoactive substance over
the millennia.

Ancient Civilizations (4000 BCE – 400 CE)
• Heavy drinking was recognized as a problem by the Egyptians

when their hieroglyphics recommended the moderate
consumption of beer.

• Hippocrates, the Father of Medicine, recommended opium as a
painkiller.
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History of Psychoactive Drugs

Middle Ages (400-1400)

• A Greek philosopher emphasized that opium and other drugs can
be medicine at low doses, a psychoactive drug at a moderate dose,
and a deadly poison at high doses.

Renaissance and Age of Discovery (1400-1700)

• Through trade and colonization European explorers, soldiers,
merchants, traders and missionaries carried their own culture’s
drug using customs and drugs to the rest of the world.

• During this time came about the first laws about alcohol use and
taxation.
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History of Psychoactive Drugs

Age of Enlightenment and Early Industrial Revolution (1700-1900)

• London Gin Epidemic from 1710 – 1750: 1 in 6 houses was a gin
house.

• Production of gin was 1.23 million gallons in 1700 to 6.4 million
gallons in 1735 to 7 million gallons by 1751.

• The Tippling Act of 1751 prohibited distillers from selling gin
(prices rose and consumption declined).  This incident showed
how unlimited availability of a desirable substance causes excess
use.  Only stiff taxes and strict regulation of sales brought the
epidemic under control.

CityU GE1328 2015 8



History of Psychoactive Drugs

Age of Enlightenment and Early Industrial Revolution (1700-1900)
continued:
• 1804: A German pharmacist discovered how to refine morphine from opium.

Morphine is 10 times more powerful than opium causing it to be a more
effective pain reliever.

• 1855:  The reusable hypodermic needle was invented (drugs could easily be put
directly into the bloodstream causing more intense effects).

• 1874: Heroin was refined from morphine, but it was not until 1898 that is was
marketed as a remedy for coughs, chest pains, and tuberculosis.

• 1785: The first Temperance (limiting drinking) Movement was started by Dr.
Benjamin Rush.
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History of Psychoactive Drugs

Twentieth Century (1900-2000)

• The invention of the automatic cigarette rolling machine (1884), a
milder strain of tobacco enabling smokers to inhale deeply,
advertising, and a more plentiful supply of the leaf vastly expanded
the market for cigarettes.

• 1920: The Eighteenth Amendment (Prohibition) – Prohibited the
manufacture and sale of any beverage with an alcohol content
greater than .5%.

• 1934: Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) was founded by two alcoholics
Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith.
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Classification of Psychoactive Drugs 

Psychoactive drugs: Any substance that directly alters normal 

functioning of the central nervous system.  These drugs are 

described by their chemical, trade, and street names.

Major Drugs

Uppers: Stimulants

Physical Effects:

• Energized muscles

• Increase in heart rate and blood pressure

• Insomnia

• Decrease in appetite
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Classification of Psychoactive Drugs

Mental/Emotional Effects:

• Increased confidence

• Gives you a rush

• Anxiety, aggressiveness, paranoia, and psychosis

Downers: Depressants

Physical Effects:

• Slows heart rate

• Relaxes and decreases inhibitions

• Dulls senses, sedates

• Sexual dysfunction
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Classification of Psychoactive Drugs

Mental/Emotional Effects:
• Lower inhibitions
• Dulls mind, causes depression
• Physical and psychological dependence

All Arounders: (psychedelics) substances that can distort perceptions and induce
illusions, delusions, or hallucinations.

Illusions: a mistaken perception of an external stimulus (i.e. rope misinterpreted as a
snake).

Delusions: a mistaken idea that is not swayed by person or other powerful evidence
(someone thinking that they can fly).

Hallucinations: a sensory experience that does not come from external stimuli (seeing
something that does not exist).
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Classification of Psychoactive Drugs

Physical Effects:
• Nausea and dizziness (generally)

Mental/Emotional Effects:
• Distorted sensory messages
• Hallucinations
• Delusions 
• Illusions

Inhalants: gaseous or liquid substances that are inhaled and absorbed through the
lungs.

Physical Effects:
• Act like depressants
• Dizziness, slurred speech
• Drowsiness, stupor, coma, asphyxiation
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Classification of Psychoactive Drugs

Mental/Emotional Effects:
• Impulsivity
• Excitement 
• Delirium and hallucinations

Anabolic Steroid and Sports Drugs
Physical Effects:
• Increased muscle mass
• Acne
• Shrunken testes; masculinized women

Mental/Emotional Effects
• Confidence
• Rhoid Rage (outbursts of anger; temper tantrums)
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Five common ways that drugs enter the body:

1. Inhaling: Acts more quickly than any other method of use (7-10
seconds before the drug reaches the brain and begins to cause
changes).

2. Injecting:  Intravenous, intramuscular, and subcutaneous (15-30
seconds intravenously, 3-5 minutes in a muscle or under the skin).

3. Mucous Membrane Absorption: Snorted in the nose, under the
tongue, or between the cheeks and the gums (3-5 minutes).

4. Oral Ingestion: Absorbed in stomach (20-30 minutes).

5. Contact Absorption: Applied to the skin through saturated
adhesive patches (1 to 2 days).
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PSYCHOACTIVE DRUGS FROM PLANTS

Importance
     o cultural
     o medicinal-pharmacological
     o economic
     o abuse-recreational-addiction 
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Most important drugs
         o Near Eastern center
              + ergot (LSD)
              + cannabis-marijuana
              + opium-Papaver
              + Amanita muscaria 

        o South America
             + coca
             + yagé or ayahuasca
             + virola 

CityU GE1328 2015 18



•           o Africa
•                 + khat
•                 + iboga 

•           o Mexico
•                 + peyote (peyotl)
•                 + ololiuqui
•                 + Heimia
•                 + Psilocybe
•          
              o South Pacific
                    + Kava 
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Nicotine

Alcohol
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Nicotine
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Nicotine

Nicotine is a potent parasympathomimetic alkaloid
found in the nightshade family of plants
(Solanaceae) and a stimulant drug. It is a nicotinic
acetylcholine receptor (nAChR) agonist, except at
nAChRα9 and nAChRα10 where it acts as an
antagonist. It is made in the roots of and
accumulates in the leaves of the nightshade family
of plants. It constitutes approximately 0.6–3.0% of
the dry weight of tobacco and is present in the
range of 2–7 µg/kg of various edible plants. It
functions as an antiherbivore chemical;
consequently, nicotine was widely used as an
insecticide in the past and nicotine analogs such as
imidacloprid are currently widely used.
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Ethanol
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France: 68 Million Inhabitants
2015 Report on Costs/year to the Community
Alcohol: 240 Billions €; Illicit Drugs: 8.7 B. €
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End of Part One
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