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Ritual and culture 
Helmut L. Sell 

Social and cultural factors 
underly the abuse of different 
substances. There is even a 
"caste system" among illicit 
drug users in certain parts of 
the world. 

M
ind-altering substances have 
been used in many cultures 
for millennia. Their use was 

socially sanctioned and often formed 
part of social or religious rituals. 
Cannabis is still consumed at reli
gious festivals in some parts of Asia. 

Where alcohol is widely used, it 
is an accepted part of adult social 
behaviour; in some families adoles
cents are introduced to alcohol con
sumption in a rite of passage and 
many kinds of celebration involve 
symbolic or social drinking. 

The ritualistic and social nature of 
alcohol consumption is also obvious 
from the large number of customs 
surrounding it. For instance, differ
ent types of glasses must be used for 
different alcoholic drinks; it is seen 
as improper to offer champagne in a 
coffee mug or plastic cup, whereas 
water, coffee or soft drinks may be 
taken from any container. Certain 
drinks are to be consumed at specific 
times of the day; friendships are 
confirmed over a glass of wine, and 
so forth. 

Culturally and socially accepted 
forms of drug use, including intoxi
cation on specified festive occasions, 
have been strongly defended when 
governments have tried to impose 
bans. In Thailand, for example, a 
civil war followed a ban on opium in 
1811, leading finally to the opium 
franchise of 1851 permitting trading 

Even though if tastes terrible of first, young people often go on smoking for fear of losing status 
among their peers. it is essential therefore that health education messages are aimed primarily of 
the very young. 

under official control. The attempt to 
ban alcohol in the USA in the 1930s 
was notoriously unsuccessful. 

There are even cultural differ
ences in the ways drugs affect peo
ple. The Chittagong Hills on the 
Bangladesh-Myanmar border are a 
sort of watershed for the effect of 
opiates: to the east the drugs are 
incapacitating, to the west they are 
invigorating. Landowners in India 
still sometimes give opium to their 
labourers to make them work harder; 
and the Rajput warriors of north-west 
India took opium before going into 
battle in order to fight more fiercely. 

One important issue often over
looked is that all substances of abuse 
have an unpleasant effect for the 
uninitiated, usually giddiness and 
nausea. Why do people work so hard 
to become smokers, for example? 
Most commonly, it is probably be
cause youngsters feel that some 
special status is to be achieved by 
becoming a smoker. 

If drug initiation is accompanied 
by fear of the unknown, the danger
ous and illegal, the anxiety-alleviat
ing effect of drugs may come as a 
pleasant surprise, with a feeling of 
relief. But the puzzling question 

remains: why do people continue 
taking drugs if they have initially 
unpleasant effects? 

A variety of factors influence 
people to switch from oral drug use 
to injecting. In many instances socio
cultural factors are particularly 
strong. This can be seen when the 
inconvenience and discomfort of 
using a syringe are apparently out
weighed by the attraction of joining 
the drug injectors ' sub-culture. 

There is even a kind of "caste 
system" among drug users in some 
societies. Those who inject do not 
normally mix with those who inhale 
drugs. Heroin inhalers sometimes 
look down upon cannabis smokers, 
and all of them despise alcohol 
abusers. • 
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