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Removing the glamour 
Diyanath Samarasinghe 

We have to try to change the 
beliefs, rituals and habits that 
now make drug use appear 
pleasurable, glamorous or 
special. 

Activities undertaken in an effort 
to prevent drug problems are 
often boring, irrelevant, 

impractical- and ineffective. Why 
do they fail? Boring approaches are 
mostly those which set out to warn 
young people of the alleged dangers, 
harm or evil of drugs, coupled with 
recommendations to be good boys 
and girls. Young people tend to 
respond much better to approaches 
that involve them and allow them an 
active role. 

Following the poor success of 
lectures and warnings, the emphasis 
changed to providing "positive 
alternatives" such as opportunities 
for leadership, sports and other 
activities. But giving opportunities 
for leisure or for improving young
sters' self-image may not reduce the 
interest in drugs or the willingness to 
experiment. For instance, we know 
that many people start drinking 
alcohol on happy occasions and 
parties can also introduce young 
people to drugs. More comprehen
sive programmes have proved to be 
effective. But these have been on a 
small scale and difficult to introduce 
-especially in poor countries. 

Why do people try drugs and why 
do they keep repeating the experi-

Get a "high" - from being free from drugs. 

ence? The reason most people use a 
drug a second and third time, atter 
the initial experience, is not that the 
drug experience was highly enjoy
able. Often they did not particularly 
like it. People who experiment with 
a drug take it again for a variety of 
social and personal reasons that have 
little to do with the drug's effect. 
These are connected to the symbolic 
meanings attached to drug use, and 
social rituals. If those symbolic 
meanings, beliefs and rituals change, 
the drug experience itself changes. 
This knowledge can be used to 
design preventive activities which 
are enjoyable as well as relevant and 
effective. 

So we have to try to change the 
beliefs, rituals and habits that now 
make drug use appear pleasurable, 
glamorous or special. Activities 
based on this idea are producing 
some very promising results in Sri 
Lanka. Some communities, and 
young people themselves, are now 
working to change or reverse the 
assumptions and practices that make 
alcohol, tobacco and other drugs 
appear great and wonderful. 

A community can examine how it 
refers to drug use and intoxication, 
and how everybody smiles or laughs 

when they talk about drug use. Even 
the stupor caused by alcohol or 
heroin is referred to as being "high" ! 
The community has to actively 
contest all those words and expres
sions that are currently used to make 
drugs appear special, and replace 
them by words which more accu
rately describe the real experience. 
Reversing the image also involves 
countering the effect of the special 
rituals connected with alcohol and 
drug use. It is often even exciting 
to make fun of these grand rituals 
surrounding drug use, and to expose 
them as rather silly. 

There has to be a change in the 
community's perception of drug use 
too. If the community begins to see 
it as rather a flat, boring and silly 
experience, the efforts can be suc
cessful. Eventually the community 
can hope to reach the stage where 
even habitual users recognize that 
they are stuck in a fixed and limited 
routine, and therefore less able to 
enjoy real life. • 
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