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Introduction

My friend Hannah is worried. Her 18-year-old son Fedde is traveling
through Australia, as some young people do after completing high
school, and he is broke. He intends to sign up as a paid volunteer for a
clinical trial in Sydney to finance the rest of his travels. Hannah wonders
if she should advise against doing this. Having worked for years on issues
of pharmaceutical safety, I ask for details during our dinner-table conver-
sation. What kind of drug is involved? Is it an early trial? My daughter,
who grew up with Fedde, joins the discussion, asking: “Why are you
so concerned about him participating in a hospital experiment? Surely
if something goes wrong he is in good hands. Do you know what he
experiments with when he is in Amsterdam?”

I came of age in the 1970 and 1980s, and was engaged in activism
against pharmaceutical company misinformation and greed. I scrutinize
the safety profiles of pharmaceuticals; I buy organic food, checking its
origins; and I take detours when cycling to work to avoid streets that
have bad air quality. How do youth today experience the chemical envi-
ronments in which they grow up? What do chemicals do for them? After
more dinner-table discussions with my daughter and her friends, and
exploratory talks with other young people, I became intrigued by how

© The Author(s) 2021 1
A. Hardon, Chemical Youth, Critical Studies in Risk and Uncertainty,
hteps://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-57081-1_1


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-57081-1_1&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-57081-1_1

2 A. Hardon

many young people are embracing all kinds of substances, whether to
feel good, be creative, have more focus, or stamina, or meet some other
purpose. How do young people “do” chemicals? And why do they do
what they do?

Social and behavioral scientists have tended to focus on young people’s
use of (both legal and illegal) psychoactive and addictive substances,
largely ignoring their use of other kinds of chemicals. There are four
broad trends in this body of research: one set of studies defines substance
use as risky behavior, something that needs to be prevented by under-
standing the determinants of use. These studies usually have a narrow
focus on particular drugs, such as alcohol, cigarettes, cannabis, heroin,
and ecstasy; they present statistics on the use of these “problem drugs”
and seek to identify associated risk factors. These surveys show that
factors such as education, poverty, violence, and peer pressure are associ-
ated with drug use (for example, Assanangkornchai et al. 2007; Kokkevi
et al. 2007; Hibell et al. 2009; Legleye et al. 2011). For example, a study
of cannabis experimentation among French teenagers found that one out
of five 8th to 10th graders had tried cannabis (Jovic et al. 2014). The
researchers report that teenagers of low socioeconomic status who were
living with both parents, feeling well monitored, and had good commu-
nication with their mothers were less likely to experiment with cannabis
than those who did not like school and felt undervalued by teachers. In
the Netherlands, a study found that parents had little influence on young
adults’ cannabis use, which was instead associated with the actions of
their peers and partners (Liebregts et al. 2013).

A second group of studies maintains that drug use is often a survival
strategy for young people growing up in risky environments and under
conditions of structural violence (Bourgois 1998; Rhodes 2002; Pilk-
ington 2007; Singer 2008). For example, in urban poor communities
in Makassar, Indonesia, young men consume locally brewed spirits,
along with psychoactive prescription drugs, cannabis, and heroin to
project “rewa’—masculine bravery. As one informant put it: “To survive
and to be respected, you need to be rewa. Indeed, youre not a real
lorong guy if you don’t put on a brave face against dangers” (Nasir
and Rosenthal 2009, p. 240). Lasco examines how a group of young
men, working stand-by as tambays and hoping to pick up odd jobs in
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a harbor in the Philippines, use methamphetamine, locally known as
shabu, for strength, confidence, and disinhibition. “We are not educated
and we have nothing. Where will we gets the confidence to talk to others,
if not from shabu?” they explain (Lasco 2014, p. 85). To help them
manage irregular working hours, they use methamphetamines to stay
awake, and cannabis and alcohol to fall asleep.

A third, very different set of studies examines substance use as a
kind of self-optimization, fueled by pharma campaigns and neoliberal
policies that call on citizens to take responsibility for their own well-
being (Rose 2007). These studies are interested in how today’s youth use
“brain chemicals,” to manage their feelings (Dumit 2010; Jenkins 2011).
Many such studies have examined students’ off-label use of prescrip-
tion drugs to manage attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
and to reduce fatigue and improve cognitive functions. For example,
fraternity members at a college in the southeastern United States use the
ADHD drug Adderall off-label when they have to perform academically
even though they have no medical diagnosis, as well as for recreational
purposes (DeSantis et al. 2010).

A final group of studies emphasizes the pleasures of taking drugs
(Moore and Miles 2004; Hunt et al. 2007; Duff 2008; Martinic and
Measham 2008; Shapiro and Kirksey 2017; Bengtsson and Ravn 2018)
and the role of social environments in enabling pleasurable substance
use (Duff 2011; Keane 2011). For example, weekend raves allow young
people to have a break from pressures in their lives (Moore and Miles
2004; Riley et al. 2010). Young people try out new “designer drugs”
to experience an intense form of pleasure, especially if users are able to
avoid negative effects (Quintero and Nichter 2011; Hunt et al. 2007).
Among such studies, Race’s (2009) study of ecstasy at queer dance parties
has been influential; he argues that it generated pleasure, euphoria,
caring, and togetherness, facilitating a form of bonding that enabled gay
communities to confront homophobia and the challenges of the HIV
epidemic.
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ChemicalYouth

The project that this book is about, ChemicalYouth, made a case for
examining a broader range of chemicals that young people use in their
everyday lives. It focuses not just on psychoactive substances—the use
of which is viewed with concern by parents, educators, and policy-
makers—but all other chemicals that young people use to boost pleasure,
mood, vitality, appearance, and health, more general dynamics that have
received far less scholarly attention. It approaches the use of chemicals as
situated practices that are embedded in social relations and that generate
shared understandings of efficacy. More specifically, it seeks to answer
the question: how do young people balance the benefits and harms of
chemicals in the quest for a good life?

In our inquiries into young people’s chemical practices, we have
aligned ourselves with social analyses that approach social life as ‘doing’
rather than being (Nicolini 2013). Following Schatzki (2001), we define
chemical practices as “embodied, materially mediated arrays of human
activity centrally organized around shared practical understandings®
(p- 2). This analytical approach encompasses the wide-ranging multitude
of chemical practices, and the diverse situations and concerns that fuel
these practices in everyday life. Focusing on practices, we find out what
young people do with chemicals and why. Our approach overcomes the
limitations of the youth drug-use studies that we reviewed above, which
focus on the role risk environments in drug use and on particular kinds
of reasons for taking drugs (survival, self-optimization, pleasure).

Approaching chemical practices as embodied arrays of human activity
further provides insights into how chemical effects are experienced and
the shared understandings that emerge through the exchange of experi-
ences and practices.! We thus uncover the diverse pragmatic reasons why
people use chemicals,? and the trajectories through which some chem-
icals become “routinized way of engaging with the world,” reproduced
through “repeated performances of everyday actions” (Bengtsson and
Ravn 2018, p. 41). We show how over time, chemical experimentation
can develop into more habitual and individualized use of chemicals, as
Mimi Nichter (2015) also observes in her ethnography of smoking on a
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college campus. Young people may start smoking cigarettes together, but
they often end up also smoking on their own to relax after a hard day’s
work. When chemical use is routine, concerns about balancing safety
and harm become less prominent. Users find their “hiyang,” a Filipino
term used to indicate that a user and a product are compatible (Hardon
1992).

These fine-grained ethnographies of situated chemical practices,
provide profound understandings of the everyday dynamics through
which youth mitigate chemical harm and navigate risk and uncertainty
across diverse social worlds, contributing to a growing body of crit-
ical studies that examine the complex webs of social practices, power
dynamics, gender and race relations, and inequalities that shape risk
(Zinn and Olofsson 2019; Nygren and Olofsson 2014).

The ChemicalYouth project examined chemical practices in great
detail. We observed how young people chewed, snorted, injected, and
ingested diverse chemicals; how they applied them to their skin; and
how they mixed and carefully dosed drugs to optimize effects. We asked
why chemicals were used in specific ways, which led to insights into the
diverse aspirations that youth try to achieve by doing chemicals as well
as the conditions of precarity that fuel their use. We also probed into
how they sought to prevent harm, which led to insights into how they
adjusted dosages, mixed substances, and sought substitutes to balance
benefits and harms.

We found that benefits and harms are not only physical. Youth also
seek social efficacies, such as having the confidence to connect with
clients, while seeking to avoid negative social effects, such as being
stigmatized by peers for not moderating their intake of drugs. Such
balancing acts are rarely individual. Rather, as demonstrated by the
ethnographies undertaken as part of the ChemicalYouth project, young
people try out and tinker with chemicals together, a process we have
labeled “collaborative experimentation” (Hardon and Idrus 2014). The
collaborative nature of chemical use may come as a surprise, as young
people might be expected to compete with each other for educational
opportunities and jobs. But fieldwork suggests that desires for social
bonding are stronger than competition, driving chemical use.
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In the ChemicalYouth project, we examine young people’s chem-
ical practices as collaborative experiments that involve strategies to try
out new chemicals, enhance efficacies and mitigate both bodily and
social harms, and to share understandings and experiences. A key insight
is that youths™ collaborative experimentation with chemicals involved
connecting to people across generational, professional, and spatial divides
to learn about the effects of chemicals. Our observations resonate with
the analysis of Callon and colleagues (2001), who point out that in an
uncertain world characterized by rapid technological change, the divi-
sion between professional and laypeople is outdated. They emphasize the
importance of collective experimentation and learning in hybrid forums,
in which professionals, experts, and ordinary citizens come together,
to discuss the risks of GMO, mobile phones, and asbestos. “Everyone
contributes information and knowledge that enrich the discussion”
(Callon et al. 2001, p. 9). Our interlocutors consulted and contributed
to online forums and websites, scrutinized package inserts and prescrip-
tion guides, and sought advice from relatives or friends with medical
knowledge or pharmacy backgrounds. All this work made us realize
that the label “layp