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Peyote is a ceremonial sacrament of the Native American Church used for
prayer and direct communion with the Spirit world.

Molecular Mysticism:

The Role of Psychoactive Substances

in Shamanic Transformations of Consciousness

There 1s a question that has troub-
led me, and no doubt others, since the
heyday of psvchedelic research in the
1960s, when many groups and ind-
Viduals were concerned with the prob-
lems of assimilating new and powerful
mind-a kenng substances into Western
socicty. The guestion, simply stated,
was thus: “Why did American [ndians
succeed in integrating the use of peyote
into their culture, inciuding its legal
Use as 4 sacrament to this day, when
those interested in pursuing con-
sdousness research with drugs 1n the
dominant White culture succeeded
only in having the entire field made
taboo to research, and any use of the
Substances a criminal offensc punish-
able by imprisonment?”' Since the
Native American subculture is much
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older and ecologically more sophisti-
cated than the European White culture
whichattempted to absorb or eliminate
it, and since many sensitive individu-
als have long argued that we should be
learning from the [ndians, not extermi-
natmg them, the examination of this
question could lead to some highly
interesting conclusions.

The answer to this ethnopsychol-
ogical puzzle became clear to me only
after | started observing and participat-
ing in a number of other American
Indian ceremonies, such as the healing
circle, the sweat lodge, or the spint
dance, that did not involve the use of
pevote or other psychoactive sub-
stances. ] noted what many ethnolo-
gists have reported that these ceremo-
nies were simultaneously religious,

medicinal, and psvchotherapeutic.
The sweat lodge, like the pevote ritual,
15 regarded as a sacred ceremony, as a
form of worship of the Creator; they are
also both seen and practiced as a form
of physical healing, and they are per-
formed for solving personal and collec-
tive psychological problems. Thus 1t
was natural, for those tribes that ook
up pcyote, to add this medium to the
othars they were already familiar with,
as a ceremony that expressed and rein-
forced the integration of body, mind
and spirit

In the dominant White society, by
contrast, medicine, psychology and
religious spirituality are separated by
seemingly insurmountable paradigm
differences. The medical, psvchologi-
cal and religious professions consid-
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ered the phenomenon of psychedelic
drugs and were frightened by the
unpredictable transformations of per-
cephon and worldview that they
seemed totrigger. Thus, the dominant
society’s reaction was fear, followed by
prohibition, even of further research.
None of the three established profes-
sions wanted these conscrousness-ex-
panding instruments; and neither did
they want anyone else to have them of
their own free choice. The impliait
assumphion is that people are too ignu-
rant and gullible to be able to make
reasoned, informed chuices as to how
ta treat their illnesses, solve their psy-
chological problems, or practice their
religions.

The fragmented condition of pur
society is mirrored back to us through
these reactions. For the Native Amen-
cans on the other hand, healing, wor-
ship and problem-solving are all sub-
sumed in the one way, which 15 the
traditional way, the way of the Great
Spirit, the way of the Earth Mother
The integrative understanding given
in the peyote visions 1s not feared, but
accepted and respected.  Here the

Datura has been used shamanically by several California tribes, an_cj-may have inspired some Chumash rock-art images.

implicit assumption is that all people
have the capability, indeed the task, to
attune themselves to higher spiritual
sources of knowledge and healing, and
the purpose of ceremony, with or svith-
out medicinal substances, ts regarded
as a facilitating of such attuncment

Psychedelics as Sacrament
or Recreation

Several observers, for example
Andrew Weil® have pointed out the
historical pattern that as Western calo-
nual society adopted psychoactive
plant or food substances from native
cultures, their use of such psychoactive
materials devolved from sacramental
to recreational. Tobacco was regarded
as a sacred power plant by Indians of
North, Central and South Amernica,:
and is still so regarded by Native
Americans, even though in the While
Western culture, and in countries influ-
enced by this domunant culture, ciga-
rette smoking is obviously recrea-
bonal, and has even become a major
public health problem The coca plant,
as prown and used bv the Andean
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Indian tribes, was lreated as a divinity,
Mama Coca, and valued for its health-
maintaining properties, while cocaine
on the other hand is purely a recrea-
tional drug and its indiscriminate usc
also causes numcrous health prob
lems. In this, and other instances, de-
sacralization of the plant-drug ha-
been accumpanied by cniminalization
Coftee is another example. Appar
entlv first discovered and used by ls-
lamic Sufis who valued its stimulanl
properties forlong mghts of praveranc
meditation, 1t became a fashionable
recreational drink in European societ
in the 17th century, and was ever
banned fora while asbeing toodanger
ous.* Even cannabis, the epitome of th:
recreational “high”, is used by som
sects of Hindu Tantrism as an amplifie”
of visualization and meditation.
Since sacramental healing plant
have been so rapidly and completel:
desacralized while being adopted b
the Wesl's increasingly materialisty
culture, it should notbe surprising tha
newly discovered synthelic psychoa
tive drugs have generally been ver
quickly categorized as either recres
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donaler "nareotic”, or both. Concomi-
tantly, as the indiscriminate, excessive,
non-sacramental use of psychoactive
plants and newly synthesized analogs
spread, 50 did patterns of abuse and
dependence. Predictably, established
society reacts with prohibitions, which
in turn lead to organized crime activi-
Les. This is 5o in spite of the fact that
many of the original discoverers of the
new synthetic psychedelics, people
such as Albert Hofmanrn and Alexan-
der Shulgin, are individuals of deep
spiritnal integrity. Neither their ef-
forts, nor the efforts of philosophers
such as Aldous Huxley and psycholo-
gists such as Timothy Leary to advo-
cate 2 sacred and respectful attitude
towards these substances, were able tn
prevent such profanation from taking
place.

The recently discovered phenethyl-

" amine psychedelic MDMA provides
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en instructive example of this phe-
nomenon Twg patterns of use seem ta
have become established during the
Seventies: some psychotherapists and
spiritually inclined individuals began
to explore its possible applications as a
therapeutic adjuvant and as an ampli-
fier of spirttual practice, while another,
much larger group of individuals,
began using it for recreational pur-
poses, as a soclal “high” comparable in
seme respectsto cocame Theirrespon-
sibleand widespread usein thissecond
category by increasing numbers of
people understandably made the
medical and law-enforcement authori-
ties nervous, and the predictable reac-
tion occurred  MDMA was classified
as 3 Schedule 1 drug in the Umited
States, which puts it 1in the same group
as heroin, cannabis and LSD, making it
a criminal offense to manufacture, use
or seli the drug, and sending a clearly
understoed off-himuts signal to phar-
maceutical and medical researchers.
When Hofmann returned to
Mazatec shamaness Maria Sabina with
synthetic psilocybin in order to abtain
her asseasment of how close the svn-
thesized ingredient was to the natural

. Product, the “magic mushroom”, he

was appropriately acknowledging the
Primacy of the botanical over the syn-
thetic. The argument could be made,
and has been made, that perhaps for
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The shamanic use of psychedelic mushrooms by Mesoamerican curanderos
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(healers) has been documented extensively by R. Gordon Wasson and otleers,

each of the important synthetic psyche-
delics, there js some natural, but un-
known plant that has the same ingredi-
ents—and that this plant is our connec-
tion to the largely lost knowledge of
indigenous cultures. Perhapsitshould
be our research strategy to find the
botanical “host” for the psychedelics
emerging from the laboratory. In the
case of L5D, research on the use of
mornung glory seeds in ancient Mexico
and baby woodrose in Hawaili, each of
which contain LSD analogs, might al-
low us to discover a shamarnuc complex
which has coevolved with this mole-
cule. If Wasson, Hofmann and Ruck
are correct m their proposal that an
LSD-like, ergot-derived beverage was
used in Greece as the inttiatory sacra-
ment at Eleusis, the implications are
profound® Using Rupcrt Sheldrake’s
theory of morphogenetic fields® onc
could suppuse that by re-growing or
re-hybridizing this particular plant, we
might then be able to “tune in” to and
reactivate the morphogenetic field of
the Eleusinian mysteries, considered
by some the ancient world’s mostawe-
inspinng mystical ritnal.

Sheldrake’s hypothesis of formative
causaltion postulates that the behavior
of anv entitv—inorganic, organic, crys-
talline, cosmuc, plant, animal, human,

sodal-is a function of the frequency of
past occurrences of this behavior.
Thus, the laws of nalure can really be
considered habits. The growth of any
form (e.g- embryonic) is determined by
form-generating (morphogenetic)
fields, which shape the developing
organism the way similar orgamsms
have been shaped before. These fields
are not energy-ficlds and thev extend
across time as well asspace by a kand of
"morphic resonance’  Memory,
whether personal or collective, con-
SCioUS OF UMeonsclous. 15 thus equiva-
lent to morphic resonance Sheldrake
writes that "'my hvpothesis is that so-
cehes have sacial and cultural mor-
phc Helds which embrace and organ-
ize all that resides within them.” He
describes rituals as involving morphic
resonance with ancestors. Shamanic
cultures always emphasize that rituals
must be performed in exactly the same
way as they were done before, by the
ancestors. "The conservatism of ritual
would create exactly the nght cundi-
tions for morphic resonance to occur
between those perforrming the titual
now and ali those who performed it
previously’” Thus, by using the same
plant substance in the same way as 1t
was used at Eleusis, we would be tun-
ing wn to the expenences of our ances-
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The cerenmonial use of peyote is at the heart of the shamanic rituals, ast and life
of the Huichol Indians of the Mexican Sierva Madres.

tors who participated in the Mysteries.

There 15 no wnherent reason why
sacramental use, and recreabional use
of a substance 1n moderation, could nat
coexist In fact, among Native Amert-
cans, tobacco often does play this dual
role:  after a Sacred Pipe ntual with
tobacco or other herbs, participants
mav smoke cigarettes to relax We
know the sacramental use of wine In
the Cathohc communion nite; and we
certainly know the recreational use of
wine. We are able to keep the two
conlexts separate, and we are also able
to recognize when recreahonal use
becomes dependence and abuse, Simi-
lar sophistication could be developed
with regard to psychoactive plant
products. There could be recogmzed
sactamental and therapeutic applica-
tionts; and certarn patterns of usc might
develop that were more plavful, ex-
ploratory, hedonistic—but which could
be contained within a reasonable and
acceptable social framework that mini-
mizes harm.

The “abuse” of a drug. in such a

relatively enlightened system, would
not refer to who uses it, or where 1t
originated, or whether doctors or other
authoribes condone 1t, but would
rather depend onthe behaviorat conse-
quences in the drug user. Someone
becomes recognized as an alcoholic,
that is.anabuser of alcohol, when lusor
her interpersonal and social relation-
ships are noticeablv impaired. There
should be no difficulty 1n establishing
similar abuse cntena for other psy-
choactive drugs.

Psychedelics as Gnostic Catalysts

In 1968, in a paper entitled "On the
Evolutionary Significance of Psyche-
delics” and published in Mairt Currenis
of Modern Thought, | suggested that the
findings of LSD research in the araas of
psvchotogy, religion and the arts could
be looked atin the context of the evolu-
tion of consciousness. “H LSD expands
consclousness and if, as is widely be-
beved, further evolubion will take the
form of an increase in ¢consciousness,

possible evolutionary instrument?
..Here 1sadevice which, by altering t
chemical composition of the cerebro-
sensory information processing me.
dium, tcmporarily inactivates the'
screening programs-the genehic and
cultural filters which dominate in g
completely unnoticed way our usuaﬂ
perceptions of the world."® From th
perspective of almost twenty yea
reflection, I now propose to extend a
amplify this statement in two ways: (1
the evolution of consciousness is
transformational process that consis
primarilyin gaining insightand undex
standing, orgrosis; and (2)the accelera
tion of this process by molecular cata
lysts is not only a consequence of nes
technologies, but is also an integr
component of traditional systems of
transformation, including shamanism,
alchemy and yoga. '
in psychede]ic research, the “set-
and-setting hypothesis”, which was
first formulated by Timothy Leary in
the early 60s, has become accepted b)
most workers 1n the field The theory
states that the content of a psychedelic
expenence is a function of the set (in-
tention, attitude, personality, mood!
and the seting (interpersonal, soca!
and environmentat); and that the drug
functions as a kind of tnigger, catalyst
or non-specific amplificr or sensitizer
This hypothesis can be applied to the
understanding of any altered state o!
consciousness when we recognize tha
other kinds of stimuli can be thggers
for example, hypnotic induction
meditahon techniques, mantra, sounc
or music, breathing, sensory isolation
movement, sex, natural landscapes
near-death expenences, and the like
Generalizing the set-and-setting hy
pothesis in this way helps us to under
stand psychoactive drugs as one clas
of mggers within a whole range ¢
possible catalysts of altered states.*
An important clarification resull
from keeping m mnd the distinctio:
between a state (of conscinusness) an
a psychological trait, and between stat
changes and trait changes. For e
ample, psvchologists distinguish b
tween state-anxiety and trait-anxict
William James, in hus Varieties of Rel
gous Experence, discussed this que

then can we not regard LSD as J
t

!
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Timothy Leary, an early champion of L5D, emphastzed that the content of a psychedelic experience 1s influenced by the
setting {social, environmental, etc.) and the mind-set (intention, personality, mood, efc.) under which it is taken.

tion in termns of whether a religious or
conversion experience would neces-
sanly lead to more “saintimess”, more
enlightened trarts. This distinction 1s
crucral to the assesstnent of the value or
significance of drug-induced altered
States. Only by attending to both the
state-changes (visions, insights, fecl-
ings) and the longterm consequernces,
or behavioral or trait changes, can a
comprehensive understanding of
these phenomena be obtained.
Having an insight is not the same as
‘?E'lng able to apply that insight. There
% no inherent connection between a
mystical experience of oneness and the
€xpression or manifestation of that
Oncness in the affairs of everyday life.
15 pumt 1s perhaps abvious, vet it is
frequently overlooked by those who
argue that, on principle, a drug cannot
duce a genune myshcal expenence
°r play any role in sprritual life. The
Internal factors of “set”, including

preparation, expectation and inten-
tion, are the determinants of whether a
given experwence 15 authentically rel:-
glous; and equally, intention is crucial
to the question of whether an altered
state results in any lasting personality
changes. Intention is like a kind of
bridge from the ordinary or consensns
realitv state to the state of heightened
consciousness; and itcanalso providea
brid ge from that heightened stateback
to ordinary reality.

This model allows us to understand
why the samec drug(s) might be
claimed by some to lead to nirvana or
religious vision, and for others (for
example someone like mass-murderer
Charles Manson) could lead to the
most perverse and sadistic violence
The drug is only a tool, a catalyst to
attain certain altered states which, in
turn, are dependent on the intention(s)
of the user Further, even when the
drug-induced state is benign and ex-

pansive, whether or notitleadstolong-
lasting positive changes is also a matter
of intention or mind-set

The drug indeed seems to reveal or
release something that is in the person.
which is the factor implied 1 the term
“psvchedelic”: mind mamnfesting. In
my opimon the term “enthcogen”,
somctimes applied to mind-altenng
drugs, 15 an unfortunate choice be-
cause 1t suggests the “god within”, or
divine principle, is sotnehow "gener-
ated” in these states. My expencnces
have led me to the opposite conclusion:
the god within I1s the generator, the
source of life-energy, awakening and
healing power. For someone whose
conscious intention is a psychospir-
itual transformation, the psychedelic
can be a catalyst that reveals and re-
leases insight or knowledge from
higher aspects of our being. This s, |
belicve, whatis meant by grosis-sacred
knowledge, insight conceming the
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The shamanic use of ayahuasca and other psychoactive plants by same Ama-
zoniasn tribes has been documented extensively by anthropologists.

fundamental spiritual realites of the
universe in general, and one’s individ-
ual destiny in particular.

The potential of psychedelic drugs
toact as catalysts for the sake of attain-
ing gnosis, or direct, ongoing aware-
ness of divine reality, even if only mn a
small number of people, would seem to
be of the utmost significance. Tradi-
tionally, the number of individuals
whohavehad mystical experiences has
been very small, and the number of
those who have been able to make
practical applications of such expeni-
ences has probably been even smalier.
Thus the discovery of psychedelics, in
facilitating such experiences and proc-
esses, might be regarded as one very
important factor in a general spiritual
awakening of collective human con-
sciousness. Ocher factors might be the
revolutionary paradigm shifts in the
physical and biological sciences, the
burgeoning of interest in Eastern phi-
losophies, shamanism, and spintual
disaplines, and also the growing
awareness of the multicultural oneness
of the human family brought about by
the global communications networks.

Psychedelics in Traditional
Systems of Transfarmation

In my earlier writings | emphasized
the newness of psychedelic drugs, the
unimaginable potentials 1o be realized
by their construcnive application; and

thought of them as first products of a
new technology, oriented towards the
human spirit. While [ still believe that
these potentials exist, and that syn-
thetic psychedelics have a role to play
in consciousness research and perhaps
conscipusness evohution, my views
have changed under the influence of
the discoveries and writings of cultural
anthropologists and ethnobotanists
who have pointed to the role of mind-
altering and visionary botanicals in
cultures across the world, past and
presem

One cannot read the works of R.
Gordon Wasson on the Mesoamencan
mushroam cults, or the work of Rich-
ard E. Schultes on the profusion of
hallucinogens 1n the Americas, ar the
cross—cultural work of such authors as
Michael Hamer, Joan Halifax, Peter
Furst and Marlene Dobkin de Rics, or
the cross-culturally oriented medical
and psychiatric researchers such as
Andrew Weil, Claudio Naranjo and
Stanislav Grof, or more personal ac-
counts such as the writings of Carlos
Castaneda, or Florinda Donner, or the
McKenna brothers, or Bruce Lamb's
biography of Manuel Cordova without
gelling a strong sensc of the pervasive-
ness of the quest for visions, insights
and non-ordinary states of conscious-
ness; and further, the sense thal psy-
choactive plants are used 1n many, but
by no means all of the shamanic cul-
tures that pursue such states.'"” Thus

T White

have been led to a vicw closer Lo that of
aboriginal cultures, a view of human-
ity in a relationship of coconscious-
ness, communication and cooperation
with the animal kingdom, the plant
kingdom and the mineral world. In
such a worldview, the ingestion of
hallucmogenic plant preparations in
order to obtain knowledge-for hea)-
ing, for prophecy, for communication
with spirits, for anticipation of danger,
or for understanding the universe-
appears as one of the oldest and most
hughly treasured traditions.

Various shamanic cultures around
the world know a wide variety of
means for entering non-ordinary reali-
ties. Michael Harner has pointed out
that “auditory driving” with pro-
longed drumming is perhaps as
equally widespread a technology for
entering shamanic states as hallucino-
gens. In some cultures, the rhythmic
hyperventilation produced through
certain kinds of chanting may be an-
other form of altered state tngger.
Animal spirits become guides and al-
lies :n shamanic mnitiation riles. Plant
spirits can become “helpers” also, even
when the plant is not taken internally
by either doctor or patient. Tobacco
smoke is used as a punifier, as wellasa |
support to prayer. Crystals are used to
focus energy for seewng and healing
There is attunement, through prayer
and meditation, with deities and spirits
of the land, the four directions, the
elements, the Creator Spirit. Through
many different means, there is the
seeking of knowledge from other
states, other worlds—knowledge that 13
used to improve the way we live in this
world through healing, problem-solv-
ing, ctc. The use of halluanogenic
plants, when 1t occurs, is part of an )
integrated complex of interrelation- ;
ships between Nature, Spint and
human consciousness.

Thus 1t seems to me that the lessons
we are to learn from these consaious-
ness-expanding plants and drugs have
to do not only with our recognition of :
other dimensions of the human psy-*
che, but with a radically different
warldview-a worldview that has been
maintained 1n the beliefs, practices and
ntuals of shamamc cultures, and al-
most totally torgotten or suppressed

[

j

e = "B d

20 SHAMANSDRUM / SPRING, 1988



by 20th century materialist culture.
1here is of course a certam delightful
irony in the fact that it has taken a

“material substance to awaken the

sleeping consciousness of so many of
our contemporaries to the reality of
non-material energies, forms and spir-

its.

Conclusions

It appears incontrovertible that hal-
lucinogens played some role, of un-
known extent, in the transformanve
traditions of shamanism, and if we
regard psvchotherapy as onc of the
modemn descendants of these tradi-
tions, then a stmilar, if limited, applica-
tion of hallucinogens could be made in
various aspects of psychotherapy. This
has in fact already occurred, as the
various studies of psychedelies in alco-
holism, terminal cancer, obsessional
neurosis, depression and other condi-
tions testify ' It seems likely that these
kunds of applications of psychedelics,
as adjuncts to psychotherapy, will
continue-if not with LSD and other
Schedule I drugs, then with other,
newer, perhaps safer psychedelics.

What appears unlikely to me is that
this kind of controlled psychiatric
application will ever be enough tu sat-
15fy the inclinations and needs of those
individuals who wish to ¢xplore psy-
chedelics 1n their most ancient role-as
tools for seeking visionary states and
hidden forms of knowledge. The fact
that senous use of hallucinogens out-
side of the psychiatric framework con-
tinues despite scvere social and legal
sanctions suggests that this is a kind of
individual freedom that will not be
easy to abolish. 1t also suggests that
thereisastrong need, in certain people,
to re-cstablish their connections with
ancient traditions of knowledge in
which visionary states of conscious-
ness and exploration of other realities,
with or without hallucinogens, wete
the central concern.

It may be that such a path will al-
ways be pursued by only a very limited
l\_urnber of individuals, much as an-
Clent shamamic initiations and prac-
hces were usually pursued by only a
fewindividualsin each saciety. 1 find it
ahopeful sign that some, however few,

) / ) 1§
Archaeological evidence suggests the
use of psychedelies in ancient Peru,

are willing to explore how to re-con-
nect with these sources of knowledge,
some of which are lost; because, like
many others, | fee] that our matenalist-
technological society, with its frag-
mented worldview, has largely lost 1ts
way and can 1ill afford to ignore any
potential aids to greater knowledge of
the human mind. The ecologically
balanced and humanistically inte-
grated framework of understanding
that the ancient traditions preserved
surely has much to offer us.
Furthermore, itis very clear that the
visions and insights of the individuals
who pursuecthese paths are visions and
insights for the present and the future,
not just of hustorical or anthropological
interest This has always been the pat-
tern: the individual seeks a vision to
understand his or her place, or destiny,
as a member of the community. The
knowledge derived from altered states
has been, can be, and needs to be ap-
plied to the solution of the staggering
problems thatconfront our species; for,
n the words of the The Bible, “where
there is no vision, the people perish.”
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