CHAPTER 1
Psychology of Alcohol and Other Drugs
Summary

Throughout history, humans have used a variety of psychoactive drugs, including depressants, opiates, stimulants, and hallucinogens. In this chapter, a review of the nature and origins of major psychoactive drugs was presented, with emphasis on the history of use in the United States. Political factors, economic conditions, religious movements, social activism, social policy, drug legislation, and urbanization have all influenced the extent and conditions of both licit and illicit drug use.

Alcohol is the drug most widely used by most American adults and in many cases may lead eventually to illicit drugs. We will use research, concepts, and theories developed from the study of alcohol use as a basis for comparison when examining conceptions and evidence about less frequently studied drugs. Use of this strategy is not to deny the seriousness of involvement with use of other drugs, especially those that are illegal. Many who drink alcohol without any reservations would never think of experimenting with illegal drugs. Use of alcohol is generally tolerated by all but the most moralistic members of society. Understanding the psychological causes, correlates, and effects of alcohol use may contribute to the study and analysis of illicit drug use.

Major questions about alcohol and other drugs for research investigation include the following: Who uses alcohol and other drugs, and in what patterns? What are the effects of these drugs on the body, behavior, and psychological processes? What motivates the use of alcohol and other drugs? What is the relative role of heredity and environment on drug use and its consequences? How do individual differences affect use? Which users develop use-related problems, and how can individuals afflicted with drug abuse, dependency, and use-related problems be treated? How can these problems be prevented in future generations?

