
 

Violence

Do drugs make people violent?

Drugs and violence - the real issues 

Drugs don't make people violent

It is unlikely that drugs, even drugs such as crack cocaine or PCP (Angel Dust), actually make people violent. It is usually the 
case that those committing violent acts under the influence of drugs have pre-drug use violent histories. Drugs can thus be a 
catalyst in some cases but not a cause. It is more likely that those with a predisposition towards violence seek out particular 
drugs that compliment (and that they believe compliment) aggressive behaviour. Expectation of what a drug 'does' to 
individuals is likely to be equally important and drug use in contexts where different expectations exist result in lesser or 
greater amounts of aggression/violence.

While various illicit drugs are often associated with violence, it is worth remembering that the consumption of alcohol, (a legal 
drug), is frequently related to incidents of violent / anti-social behaviour.  

Some drugs 'make' you less violent

A number of drugs such as cannabis, ecstasy and heroin appear to have an inverse relationship to violent acts/crime. A 
number of studies have found that compared to the general, non-drug using population, users of these drugs, (heroin, 
cannabis, ecstasy) are less likely to be convicted of violence than the non-drug using population. While it is romantic to think 
of 'love drugs' and drugs that encourage 'peace not war' it is likely that expectation once again has much to do with patterns 
of associated behaviour.

Some may point to the fact that drugs such as heroin have a sedative effect, but it is also the case that at different points in 
history heroin has also been associated with violence and been used to 'stimulate' as well as sedate. As with the idea that 
drugs cause violent behaviour, less (than average) violent behaviour probably has as much to do with users expectations of 
the drug, the type of individual who chooses to use it (pre-existing violent dispositions), and the context in which use takes 
place - bars are more likely to produce violent outcomes, although alcohol is served in both, than restaurants.  

Drug markets are a locus for violence

The clearest relationship between drugs and violence is that which takes place in the trading of drugs, primarily between 
those doing the trading. This is a structural relationship based upon the illegality of the drug trade. It has little or nothing to do 
with the pharmacology of drugs themselves. This violence is motivated primarily by money rather than by any properties of 
the drugs themselves.
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