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Th is pa per is based o n De Rios ' st u dy ( 19 7 3 ) o r a

d o zen soc ie t ies where plant psy ch ed el ic usc is pa rt of t he

soc ial tr a d itio n . a nd o n Smi th 's so c io logica l and med ica l

«bscrv.u ions of drug-usi ng American sub-cultures

( 19 7 5 ). In American so ciety , usc o f soc iallv-definc d

illi ci t subst ances, when discover ed , ca lls into o perati o n

an a p paratus of de to xi fic at ion . interventi on a nd

reha b il ita ti on . l lo wcvcr. in tr adi tion al soc ieties of th e

world , t he an t h ro po logica l reco rd in d ica te s tha t rit ua l

usc of psvc ho act ivc plants is ra rely viewed as abuse . The

anth ro pological record clea rly sho ws th at th rou gh out

t ime, man has intox icat ed hi mself w it h a vast nu mber of

pla nt sp ecies th at alter normal wa king c o nsc io u sness. In

fac t . so me stu dies argu e t ha t t he d esir e for suc h

alte ra tion of human co nsc io us ness is a basic human

psvcholopical c haracte rist ic (Wcil, 19 73 ; Bou rguign on ,

19 7 3). In ag ree me n t with Blu m ( 19 5 9), we find that

native dru g us c do cs no t t hreaten th e integrity of

tra ditiona l cultu res.

Th rougho u t human hi st ory , psvc ho ac t ivc su bs ta nces

have belonged to spec ial realms c o nst ra ined w ith taboos ,

ritu als a n d pr oscription . Ind ividu als abo u t to e m ba rk

u pon a d ru g jo urnev wen: propcrlv pr epared , The

"D e part me nt of Anthro po logy . Ca lifo rn ia Sta te Un iversity.

Full ert o n.
" " I la ight-Ashbu ry Free .\\ed ical Clin ic. 16Y6 Haight Street ,

San Franc isco . Ca liforn ia 94 1 17.
Dr. de Rios wo uld like to ackno wledge su ppo rt from the

Nat io nal Inst itute of I\\e ntal l lcalth , Post-D octor al Fello wsh ip
# 1-1' 32 '\ 11 105062. fo r th e pe riod of Sep te mber I . 19 75 . to

August 31. 1Y76 . Op inio ns ex pressed in th is pap er reflect those

of the au t ho rs.
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sacraliza t io n o f psych oactive pl ants in tr ad it ional soc ie ty

attests to the maturity and experience of no n-Western

m an in t re a t ing su bs ta nc es not amenable to secu lar usc .

The a tti tu de of trad it io na l man offers a fasc inat ing

can trast to t he pu blic h ysteria over th e last decade

regarding t he so -ca lle d d rug a buse que sti on in America n

soc ie ty . Western m an tends to view psy c hoactive dru g

usc with al a rm . Rece n t cy toge net ic studies o f pevotc us e

rem ov e some of t he spec tor of phy siolo gical dam age

ca us e d by halluc in o gens ( Do rra nce, j an igc r , and Tcplitz.

19 75 ). Wh ile ma n y psyc hologica l. physio logical a nd

social problems a rc connected wi th psy ch o active d rug

use in co nte m porary Ame rican soc ie ty, we find t ha t in

traditiona l soc ie t ies , ritu a lization o f d rug usc ave rt s

m an y of t he risks enco untered by drug users in th e West.

Since mid-century, with increasing usc o f psych o­

active subst an ces b y la rge segmen ts o f th e youth c u lt u re ,

m a ny American researc hers have turned to quest io ns of

dru g usc a nd a b us e . Mostly , fo llo w ing writer s like J a ffe

( 19 75), th e se rese ar chers have defined dru g ab us e in

terms of no rma t ive soc ial valu es, where so m e drugs arc

le gall y acc ess ib le to t he public a nd o t he rs a rc not.

Exce p t for t he o ccas io nal di sscnt in g vo ice ( Fo rt , 19 7 3J,
researc he rs have ra rely sug ge sted tha t a drug 's heal th ful

or harmfu l e ff ec ts sho u ld de term in e wh ether it is made

legally ava ila b le to the public. In re cen t year s, sc ho la rs

hav e be en cxarmrnng psycho active dru g us c III

non-Western soc ie t ies to see indeed w ha t lessons mi ght

be le arned. They have discovered t hat reg ardless o f t he

legal str ic tures of a give n soci ety , social norms a re not

necessar ily based on logic al. rational pre m ise s. A d rug

mav be illega l. but th is docs not ne cessaril y mean it s
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effects a rc ha rmful. What ar e the true fac to rs t hat

determine the effects a psych o acti ve dru g will have o n

t hc u ser?

Ante cedent bi ol ogical , psych ol og ical a nd cu lt u ra l

varia b les st rongly in flue nce the su bje c t ive effec ts o f

psvch oa ct ivc dr ugs. These vari ables m u st be cons idered

before we ca n pre d ict th e effec t th a t usc o f a d rug w ill

have on me m bers of a give n so cict v. The majo r find ing

of th is repo rt underlin es a not ion firs t ex plore d by

Wall ace in 19 5 9 : th at cu lt u ral va ria b les, suc h as be lief

systems. values , attitu des, a nd ex pectat io ns, structu re

o ne of t he most su bjective ex periences ava ila ble to

m an - th e dru g ex pe rie nce ,

De Ri os ' 19 7 3 re port dre w upon excelle n t d rug

lib ra rie s in California . j\ \o st of the d o zen soc iet ies she

se lec te d had be en stu died pr ior to Eu ro pea n in flu e nces

up on t he m. In some of th e soc ieties . ho wever , dru g cu lt s

aro se in res ponse to accu ltura t ivc p re ssure . The soc ieties

ra nged fro m hu nte rs an d ga t herers, to pas tora list s, to

in cipient agric u lt u ra lists. to a nc ie n t civiliza tio ns , a nd

incl u de d a cu rrc n t lv dr ug-u sin g peasant soc ic tv in

northern Peru, st u die d by De R ios in 19 6 7. Th e 12

so cieties we re: t he abo r igines of the ce n t ra l A ustrali an

d ese rt , t he rein deer herders of Siberia, t he l lu ic hol

Ind ia ns of j\ \e x ico , the Ne w ( ;ui n ea high lande rs, t he

Plains Ind ia ns of th e Unite d States. t he j ivaro of the

A m azonia n ram fo rest . t he Fang o f no rthwestern

equator ia l Afric a , t he A ry a ns of no rth ern Ind ia, an d t he

A z tec , ,\ \ay a , a nd Inca c iviliz uti o ns. an d ,\ \c st izos of

north coas ta l Pe ru ,

Blum ( 19 59) sta tes that th ere is no drug ab u se in

pn m lll\'e so ci eti es be cau se t hcv d o n o t us e d rugs for

purposes o f es cape . In no n-indu str ial soc ie ties, dru g usc

is a me an s to soc iullv -a p provcd en ds , suc h as con ta ct ing

th e supe rnat u ra l to c o n t ro l it s fo rces, or t o p la ce o neself

at t he merc ~ ' of fo rc es m o re powe rfu l th an ma n ,

Genera lly . dr ugs have been use d in th e se so c ieties to

strengthen cul tural va lue s a nd go als, In most cas es , t hese

soc ie t ies cont ro l drug usc by rit ua l rather th an legal

me an s. T he ind iv id ua l who uses psy choactive pla nts d o cs

so afte r serving an a p p re nt ic esh ip o r wh ile u nder the

gui dance of a no t he r. wi th ex pec tatio ns of part icul ar

visi o ns . In contras t to mu ch co n te m po ra ry American

drug usc , dru gs arc rn rc lv ta ke n b y t he lo ne in di vid ua l

seeki ng in trospect io n , The sha ma n gui de u ses mu sic ( De

Rios an d Kat z , 19 75 ) a nd o do rs to evoke specific ki nds

of vision s. ,\ \e m bers of trad it ion al socie ties depend up on

the sha ma n to contact sp ir it fo rces by m ean s of his drug

ex perIe nc e.

In th ese so ci eties, drugs a rc used to su p port healing ,

to divine t he fu tu rc , to forecas t the cou rse of a di se ase

an d to pr ot cct the com m u ni ty fro m its e nem ies, Pla n t
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hallu c in ogen s arc also us e d to enhan ce learning. Fo r

exa m ple , amo ng A m az on ian hun ter s a nd ga t he re rs suc h

as those describe d bv Co rd ova- R ios ( 19 7 1), th e p lant

hallucin oge n aya huasca was used to teac h hunte rs th e

way s of ani mals , It is p robab le tha t oth er peo p les used

suc h p lan ts to hei gh t en sc nsorv percep t ion a n d obta in

in formation that was o nly parti a lly un derstood or was

no t accessi ble t hrough n orm al perceptua l c ha n nel s.

Some times dru gs arc used in so c ie t ies wh ere beli efs in

witchcra ft ex ist, in order to ga in power o ve r an c ncmv .

But pl an t hallu c in o gen s arc ra rclv used to re duce

a nx iety , avo id pe rsonal pr oblems o r esc ape soc ia l

pr e ssures, Ii a llu c ino ge n ic pl a n ts arc u sed to reaffirm a

socic tvs m a p pi ng of the su pe rna tu ral perm itti ng

individu al s to expel'lence bel iefs bot h visu a llv a nd

e m o tio na lly .

So cie t ie s t ha t \';11 uc rcvc ale d k nowledge arc like Iy to

a ttr ibut e su perna tural powe rs to hall uc in ogen ic p lan ts ,

In th ese so c iet ie s tha t be lieve firs t- ha nd ex perie nce is t he

o nly true wa ~ ' to kno wle dge . suc h pl ant s have been held

in a we. Wh en pla n t dru gs were u sed to rea ch reli gious

goa ls, they co nveyed to the in d ivi du a l his own perso nal

vis io n of the su pc rna tur al. whil e re affi rmi ng his soc iet < s

colle c tiv e vision of tru t h and kno wledge , In so c ie t ies

where plant ha lluc in ogens were value d , the dru g user

be lieved he cou ld see. feel. t ou ch a n d experien ce thc

u n kno wn, fi ltere d throu gh a cultural srrcc n o f c x pcc tc d

visio na ry exper ience. As wi t h !luber 's di c tu m of the

l-t hou rei a t ion sh iP hc twcc n ma n a nd the su pcrn a tural

(J 97 0) , t he ce n t ra l co m m a n d m e n t of suc h so c ie t ies

see ms to m a ke t he secular sac re d .

T hus, religiou s svs tc ms de te rm ine the wa v peo ple

resp o n d to th e magical powers th at d ru gs a rc be lieved to

c on fer o n users , Shama nistic rel igio n stresse s a d irect.

rcvclat orv ex perience o f t he su pe rn at u ra l. hcigb tc ncd b y

th e vis io narv p ro pe rt ie s of t he h nllu ciuogc ns. Ho w ever ,

as soc ie ti cs become st ra ti ti cd. hic ra rch ics in t crccdc

between m a n a n d the supern atural. Sl ate ad m in istra to rs

vie w suc h pla nt potenti at o rs as d an gerou s to th e

co m m o n we al. T hese aut horities im pose doc trin cs requ ir­

in g people to fo llow app roved path ways to the

su perna tu ra l; as a result . psvcho uc t ivc plan ts either fa ll

fro m popular u sc o r arc de ni ed t o com mo n ers .

l larn cr first hy po t hcsizc d in 19 70 t hat as soc ie t ie s

gro w more co m plex . usc of a n d a cc ess to pl ant

hallu c in ogen s c ha nges, The data show qu ite cle arl y t ha t

wi th gro w ing sta tus d iff e ren t ia t ion a nd elite for mat io n ,

usc of plant hallu c in o ge ns tends to be arrogated b y eli te

segme n ts of soc iety wh ich u surp the dru g by m eans of

th e ir su m p tuary la ws, T he Inca respo nse to coca (a C0!S

sti m u la n t, bu t o ne probabl y mixed w ith o thcr p lan t

halluein o gc ns in p re-Col umbian t im es ) illustrat es t h is
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th eme nic el y . Abou t 150 years pr ior to th e Spa nis h

intrusion , in the 14th ce n tury, Inca nob ility began to

promul ga tc myths conc e rn ing the origin of coca , a native

plant dru g gro wn since an t iqu ity in th e region . Such

my ths ju st ified usurpati on of t he coca plant fro m

co m mo n usage . Access to t he plant bec ame part of a

reward sy ste m co nt rolled by the evolv ing In ca st ate

ad m inis trat io n. The ,\ \aya res t ric te d psych oactive flora

and faun a usc in a si mi la r mann er. Th e Aztec used

str in gent measures to co nt ro l ano ther psych oactive

subs tance , alco hol. Among the Azt ec and Maya ,

usurpation o f d rugs by the el ite ex pla ins the sudden loss

of dru g kno wledge wh en th e Spa nia rds ar rived a nd

per secu ted priestl y ca stes .

As socie t ies became more hierarchicall y structured,

d ru g usc also cha nge d . In t ra dit io na l soc ie tie s, d ru gs tend

to be shared commu na lly, wh ile in st ra t ifie d societies ,

dru gs arc wi thheld fr om widespread usc . Since

tr aditi on al soc ie t ies be lieved dru gs bestowed magical

power to bewitch and kill , restr ic t io ns on dru g usc

helped ma in tain the elite in power. A pe asant sha man,

a rmed with dru g plants, co u ld be a threat to elite

control. As st resse d by Wasson and Wasson (1957 ), it

ma~' be t hat in t he history of West ern civili zation ,

anc ien t o racular usc of hallu cinogen s in Gr eece and

Rome disappeared bec au se of this th reat to st ate power.

RIT UALISTIC D RUG USE I N

C O N T E.\t PO R A R Y AMER ICAN SO C IETY

Some portion of co n tem po rary American us c of

psychoactive dr ugs has elements in com mo n with ritu al

d ru g usc ll1 trad it ion al socie ties, wi th regard to

rit ua liza ti on of usc . Smi th ( 97 5) su ggests the foll owing

categories of co ntemporary American dru g u sc :

expe rimental , recr eati on al , ritu al, compulsive , and

medic inal. (T he last category in cludes th ose in d ividuals

wh o self- me dica te to feel better emotio na lly o r usc dru gs

to st ay awa ke , be m or e ale rt, c tc.) Similarly, Unwin

( I 971 ) list s a number of reasons why Americ an y ou t hs

ta ke drugs: reli giou s searc hes, curiosity, need to co nform

to pee r gro u P valu es, the dar e fa cto r, rebe llion agains t

au thority , sea rc h for ide nt it y or for mystical experience,

and esca pe fro m in tolerable lif e ci rcu ms ta nces . Although

we plan to desc ribe rit ual drug u sc am ong American

you t h in a forthcoming paper , one detail is worth

reporting here. As noted in traditiona l soc ie ties, mu sic

was an integra l pa rt of drug-takin g sessions, to evo ke

visions . In the American cou n te rcultu re, rock m u sic

often guides t he drug user on hi s psychedeli c journey.

Ritu alist ic drug use spread rapidly in th e co un ter­

cult u re fo llo wing popular ization of T imothy Leary's

fa mous slog a n, " tu rn on , tu nc in and drop out." The
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do m inant cul tu re reacted strongly to th is u sc of dru gs,

la beling it destructive . IIowever, member s of th e

countercu lt ure usc drugs ritualistically t o ac hieve ma ny

of the sa me goa ls that member s of tra dit io nal so c ieties

sou ght to achieve through drug usc . These goals inclu de

expansi on of cosm ic co nsci ousness, en ha nc eme n t of

re ligi ou s feel ing , an d improved self-understanding. In

traditional societies, ritu al ized drug usc of te n fac ili ta te d

achieveme nt of grou p goa ls, con t rib u ted to social

cohesi on, re a ff irmed bel ief sy ste ms, an d performed

adaptive fun ctions for t he group. We suggest th at

psychoactive drug u sc serves the same fu nctio ns in the

counterculture , an d that co ntem pora ry ri tu ali st ic d ru g

usc ca n be benefici al to individu al drug users and to the

drug-taking grou ps to which they bel ong.

For so me you ng pe ople , drug-t aking gives coherence

to life 's experien ce s. Jaffe and Claude ( 964) st re ss th a t

in certain youth subcultures ill ic it drug use has been

tran sformed from a devi ant act to a ma jor sy mbol of th e

di ff erence s between the gen erations. We ag ree wit h

Rappaport (197 1) , th a t ritu al is an information

exc ha nge devi ce which communicate s acr oss t he

boundaries of local so cial gr ou ps. Eve ntuall y, this

co m mu nica t io n helps in the pl anning of so cia l st ra te gies .

Wc propose a parallel between re strictions o n drug

usc ado pted by sta te-level traditional cu ltu res and

co ntemporar y Am er ican restrictions on drug usc . In

tradi t ion a l cu ltu res, elite gr oups re ser ved psycho active

dru gs for th eir own usc, an d passed laws fo rbid d ing the

comm on pe ople fro m using the se drugs . In American

so ciety , alt houg h drugs su ch as marij uana and cocain e

a re forbidden to all, enforcem en t of th e dru g laws is

unequal. Respectable, m iddle class in dividuals arc a ble to

use ill ic it dr ugs in the safet y of th eir su burban h o m es

with little chance o f disc ov ery . Counterculture ad he ren ts

wh o dress in a distinctive manner an d us e drugs in va ns ,

in public parks or on the street are m or e visible t o the

pol ice and mo re like ly to be the obj ect of su rve illanc e

and sea rches fo r co n tra ba nd. Thus , you ng people a nd

members of the cou n terc ulture run a high e r risk of

disc overy , arrest and in carcer ati on for illicit dru g u sc

than do me mbers of the domi nant cu lture .

C O NC L U S IO N

We reject definitions of dru g abu se that a rc b ased o n

arbi t ra ry socia l norms . We defi ne d rug abuse as usc of a

psy ch oactive subs ta nce in a fashi on that seriou sly

inter fe res with the use r's economic , ph y sical o r social

functioning. By th is de finition , ritu al dru g use is not

abu se . We suggest the major danger of ce rta in pa t te rn s of

ritu alistic dru g use in American soc iet y is th at the user

may be arres te d fo r vio lati ng law s based o n social n orms
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that are not clearly related to health considera tions. We
suggcst t hat ad ditional research be do ne on ritualistic
drug use amo ng American you th to ex plore its value to
the individuals and grou ps invo lved. Given the rapid ra te
of social cha nge now occur ring in th is cou ntry (Tofflcr ,
1970) we ho pe tha t Ame rica n society will see the value
cer ta in patt erns of rituali st ic drug usc , and come to agree
with ou r defin it ion of drug abuse.
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