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‘I Bambini e le Droghe’: The Right to Ritalin vs. the Right to Childhood in Italy

In the psychopharmacological enhancement debate and in the difficult distinction between treatment and enhancement, distributive justice is one of the most salient issues. While a drug for treatment is meant to grant and restore normal functioning and mental health, enhancement drugs are viewed as an intervention improving human performance and behaviour beyond normality, and are therefore judged as unnecessary, excessive or artificial. The confusion especially surfaces when psychotropic drugs are used to treat disorders with ambiguous diagnostic criteria and individuals without appropriate diagnoses or with mild and negligible symptoms. This is true for methylphenidate, Ritalin, the first-line psychotropic drug used for the treatment of Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) in children. Emerging from the country’s child neuropsychiatry tradition, mental health system and attitudes about mental illness, the current Italian regulations deny the commercialisation of the medication and universal access to it. I have collected narratives ‘emplotting’ moral choices behind giving or not the drug to children from both parents of ADHD children in favour of Ritalin and from opponents of it. The current restrictions in the regulation of Ritalin inscribe those choices in civil ideals of ‘right to health’ and ‘right to medication’. The right to health is ambivalently adopted both in favour of or against the use of Ritalin. For parents of children with ADHD who have decided to administer Ritalin to them, the right to health becomes the right to ‘cure’ and the right to ‘medication’. The majority of them feel that their denied access to the drug or a deprivation of a right to medication and a failure to grant their children a cure they deserve. For opponents of Ritalin it is exactly the right to medication that compromises the right to health. Properties and capabilities of Ritalin, therefore, assume opposing features which are advocated or condemned for the sake of children’s health and to guide mental health policies and governmental choices.

