
Depending on nicotine?

The US Food and Drug Administrationhas leda move to have idcotineclassifiedas a

drug undertheFDA statutorydefinitionand thereforeto have tobaccoproducts

regulatedby theFDA- The FDA!s contentionisthatsmokers smoke primarilyfor

nicotineand thattobaccomanufacturers,recopisingthis,manipulatelevelsof nicotine

inordertokeep smokers addicted.

The evidencerelatingto theseissuesiscomplex - in particular,the allegationthat

nicotineisaddictive.Thishasbeen widelychallengedby some scientistsworkinginthe

field.Those worldngwithdrug addictsintheUSA, forexample,complainedthatthe

US SurgeonGeneral'sclaimback in 1988 thatsmoldng was as addictiveas heroinand

cocainetrivialisedthewhole problem ofdrugaddiction.

Itiseasyto seewhy. Tobacco isnot intoxicating,unlikeothersubstancesthathave

beenclaimedtobe addictive- from heroinand cocainethroughtoalcohol.Smoldng

docsnlimpairjudgement,orinterferewith people'sabilitytothinkclearlyorperform

tasks.Smokers areperfectlycapableof continuinga normalfamilylifeand holding
down ajob - whereasthereislittleevidenceof thiswithregularusersof dnigsof

dependence.

Nicotinedoes notinducephysicaldependence (usuallymeasured by thepresenceof a

distinctand consistentpatternof 'withdrawalsymptoms'when attemptingtoquit)or

tolerance(theneed to increasethe dose of a substancecontinuallyovertimeinorder

tomaintaintheinitialeffectof thesubstance).Also,as even theUS Surgeon General

has acknowledged,millionsof smokers around theworld have givenup smoking

withoutany professionalhelp.In Austraba,itisclaimedthatthereare more ex-

smokersthansmokers.Clearly,thiscontradictstheimplicationsoftheFDA and others

thattheaddictivenatureof nicotinedeprivessmokersofthechoicetoquit.

Isthisthepictureof a drug addict?Are a thirdor more of many adultpopulations

aroundtheworld-who smoke tobaccoreallyno differentfrom heroinaddicts?-No

more thanthemuch higherpercentageof thepopulationwho drinkteaand coffee

(whichcontainsubstanceslikecaffeine-similarto nicotineinmany ways)can be said

tobe drug addicts.

Ul
Partoftheproblemcentresaround thedefinitionof what constitutesan addictivedrug C:)

-ineverydayusage,theterm 'addiction'isappliedto many activitiesthatpeopleenjoy
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and thereforefinddifficultto giveup. For example,peopleclaimto be addictedto

certainfoods,suchas chocolate,orto work -hencetheterm'workaholic'-or even to

shopping.Addictioniscommonly appliedto any regularbehaviourthatpeoplefeelis

importantor enjoyabletothem,and which theyarereluctantforthesereasonsto stop.

Equally,thereare many differentscientificdefinitionsof addiction,but nicotine

typicallyhasnotfittedwellintothosedefinitionsthatrelyon traditionalcriteriasuchas

thosediscussedabove of intoxication,physicaldependenceand tolerance.The US

Surgeon Generalin lis 1988 reportredefined'addicr6on!to incoporatenicotine,

adoptinga setof criteriathatwere so broad thatvirnmuy any often-repeated

behaviour,as wellas a huge number of psychiatricdrugs,couldfan withinthe

defirition.

He adoptedtwo conceptsthatwere quitenew todefir@tionsof addictionas hisprimary

crite4 relegatingthetraditionallyimportantconceptssuchastoleranceand physical

dependenceto thebottom of hislist.Those two new conceptswere 'psychoactive

effects'and 'drug-reinforcedbehaviour.'The formerrefersto theabilityof a substance

toaltermood (inanydirection- eitherpleasurableornot)by an effecton thebrain.

This can,however,be saidof a wide range of substancesineverydayuse withan

equallywide rangeof effects,most of which arenot regardedas beingaddictive.

Theophylhneintea,theobromineincocao productsand caffeineincoffeeand soft
drinksareall'psychoactive!and areconsumed everyday by millionsof people.This

would arzuablyapplyevento a bedtimeglassof milk whichalterslevelsof the

chemicalsinthebrainthatarebelievedtoaffectmood.

The secondnew criterion,'drug-reinforcedbehaviouzj,describesa situationinwlich

theactivityofthesubstanceisso rewardingthatanimalswillwork hardtoobtainit.

Laboratoryanimalscan be trainedto pressleversinspecially-desi_znedboxes inorder

to obtainna particularsubstance.Rats willindeedpresslevershundreds,or even

thousands,of timesto obtaina dose of heroin.Some studiesreportthatratswillalso

pressleverstoobtainnicotine,but onlyunder certainconditions,where theydo not

have to work so hard and with nothinglikethesame degreeof deterininatior@and

where thedeliveryofnicotineispredictable.

Equally,ratswillpressleversin orderto obtainnovelfood,drink,chocolateand

accessto a femalerat.These may be rewardingand pleasurableexperiences,but are

theyreallyevidenceofaddiction?Scientistsagreethatrewardand addictionaretwo C:)

differentthings.
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Itcanbe seenthatthesetwo new criteriacan be appliedtomost enjoyabledailyhabits,

becoming so broadinscopeasto be meaningless.

In shom theatteptof an@-smokinggroups and individualsto labelcigarettesmoldng

as addictivebehaviourrunscontrarynotjustto most of thescientificdata,butto

common sense.Itisludicroustoput substancessuchas cafreineand nicotine,enjoyed

by largenumbersofthe population,intothe same categoryas drugsof dependence

suchas heroinand cocaine.

Ithas alsoto be remembered thattobaccoisnot the onlysubstancecontaining

nicotine.Many common vegetablessuch as tomatoes,potatosidnsand aubergines

containnicotine.Ifone fouows thelogicof many activistsinthe US and elsewhere,

arguingthatsmokingmust be addictivebecauseitcontainsnicotine,perhapsitistime

to considervegetableeatersas drug users- physicallydepndenton theirratatouiue,

perhaps,inthesame way thatheroinaddictsaredependenton theirheroin?
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