
Culture and  Consciousness 

I:a~r scveral l ~uu rs  afrcr d r ink ing  111.c 1,rcw. I found myself, a l ~ l ~ o t ~ g l ~  
awaku, i n  a wurld literally b c y o ~ ~ d  my willlesr dreams. . . . lianspnrtetl 

i l l to  a trance whcre IIIC s ~ ~ ~ c r ~ ~ a ~ ~ ~ r a l  seemed natural. I realized r l l a ~  
a~tr l i ro~~ulogisis, including myself, had pn>foundly underarin~atcd ih~.  
iznporunce o f  the drug i n  af fcc~ing llativc idmlogy 

-Michael klarnerl 

As l~~ycl icdel ics and  alrered starcs i l n p l d e d  i n t o  Wesrcrn consciousness, 

a~ t t l i r o~~o log i s t s  narural ly tu rned at tent ion t o  rhei r  role in orhcr  culrures. 

AIIJ wl lar ~ h r y  found was srarrling. Ftllly n ine ty  percent o f t l i c  world'r  cul- 

ltlres I iavr n l ie  o r  n lore inst irurional ized altered stares o f  conscio~tsness, 

anJ ill r radi t ional  societies rhcse arc a l ~ n o s r  w i ~ h o u r  except ion sacred 

s ~ a ~ c s .  As t l ie antliropologisr Er ika  B o ~ ~ r g l t i ~ n o n  p u t  i t ,  rhis is "a srr ik i l ig  

f i l ldi l~g and suggesrs \re are, indeed, dealing w i t h  a matter o f  ma jor  impo r -  

ral~ce."' l'sycl~edelics arc one me t l i od  t~scd  t o  induce thcsc sacred states. 

and II~YC l>13yed a role in shaping culrures, especially tr ibal cultures, i n  

arcas as diverse as rirual. 3r[, s p i r i n ~ a l i r ~ ,  and n iyrh.  Moreover, their l ong  

I i i s ~ o r y  o f  use exrends back o rer  r l ~ o l ~ s a n d s  o f  years. 

A ~ ~ t l ~ r o l ) o l o g i s t s  qu ick ly  l ea r~ t cd  tliar psychedelics arc tlxd conx ien -  

tioilsly ill rhese culrures. T h c y  are t radi t ional ly  employed r irual ly fur spe- 

cific sacred and heal ing ptlryoses. The i r  IISC is almorr invariably regartled 

as I>e~~c f i c i a l  ro  tlte ind iv idua l  a ~ l d  c o m n ~ ~ ~ n i c y .  

Sits11 al l  al,l,roach con!rasts sr:rrkly wit11 rheir l>ol>ular use ill r l ~ e  \);'rsr. 

~ ~ l ) c c i a l l y  ill rlie r i1rht t lenr I96Os,  r l ~ o t t ~ l i  n iany  henefired, rl iere were also 

c:~st~alries, n~isr~se,  and  alruse. However, f r om a cross-cultural perspccrive 

this is hart l ly surprising; there was l i t t le  t~ndersranding o f  r l ieir  use, i l t i n i -  

lt lal social stlpporr. and  IIO established r i rual  o r  sacred context l o  d raw 

II~)UII. Far f rom being valued by r l ic  wider  contrnuniry. psychedelics were 

qt l ickly banned. 

.l'ltis ra ias  an in r r ig l t ing  qrtestion: W h a r  exacrly de te rmi l~cs  a drug's 

accel i~abi l i ry ill a c u l ~ t ~ r e ?  S t~ re l y  the ovenvhe lming  d e r e r ~ n i n i ~ ~ g  facror 

s l ~ o r l l d  he  t l l r  extent o f  n l o r L i d i ~ y  a l l d  r l ~ o r u l i r y  i t  p roc l~~ccs .  hut a 

n l o n l e ~ ~ r ' s  rel lecrion suggesrs that r l ~ i s  irlays lrtercly a ~ l ~ i ~ l o r  role. \Vilne=, 
i u r  e x a ~ l ~ p l c ,  r l lc  wl~ulcsale bu r  p r r fcc t l y  legal 111assacrr produccd b y  smok- 

ing robacco. wllic11 ~ ~ C O I I ~ I S  fur ~ l c a r l y  l l a l r a  n l i l l i o ~ ~  ' learl~s in t l ~ c  Unilrd 
States e a c l ~  ycar3 and  over fairlr r t i i l l i o l ~  WU~IIIW~~IC.~ C o ~ i t r a s t  t l i is w i ~ h  lltC 
far smaller, l)rtr sr i l l  rragic, approx in la~e ly  sevellreell thol lsand L1.S. cleatlls 

fro111 all illegal arid pltarniaccutical drt lgs cn111Li1irrl.5 k r  r l lc  C1.S. g,,v- 
ernmenr sllellds b i l l ions t o  in ipr ison nlarijlta113 grower, 2nd r lnr i l  r e c e l ~ r l ~  

spent b i l l ions t o  sr~bsitl ize rohacco growers. 

W i ~ h  regard t o  a drug's c u l n ~ r a l  acceptabiliry, several C~crors orlter 

r l t a ~ ~  r o x i c i y  seen1 n l t ~ c l t  murc  i l n p o r ~ a l ~ r .  Tllr first o f ~ l ~ e s e  is ltg,\r. Iong a 

d r u g  lias been in use in rhecul ture.  \Y'l le~i i ~ ~ i t i a l l y  i ~ ~ r n ~ d u c e d  t o  Ellgland, 

tobacco usc was viewed as d i s g u s t i l ~ ~  and  p i ~ t ~ i s l i a l ~ l e ,  wh i le  Russia11 smok- 

ers were l loggsd and had their nusrrils slit. I-lowe\,er, tile longer a dr l lg  

remains in a culrure t l ie m o r r  l ike ly  i t  is t o  g a i ~ ~  acceptance. 

A second racror is rile lag p11ase L ~ w e c n  use an'l rhc w s r t  o f  cumpli-  

carions. Strychnine is said t o  p r n d l ~ c e  a11 irnl~ressive high. bur  sil lcc dear11 

nlay fo l low w i r l ~ i n  ni inures i~ has never arra i~ iet l  l >o l>~~ la r i ~y .  

A r l ~ i r d  facror is economic: H o w  deeply is r l i r  drttg imbeddc<l  in rlie 

eco t~om ic  system, and h o w  m a n y  people l i rn f i r  f r om i t ?  

T h e n  there is r l ~ e  d isrr ihut ion o f  d r u g  IIW across social classcs. W l i e ~ t  

a d r u g  is used pr imar i l y  b y  peop l r  ourside ~ l t e  ntainstrealn, i t  is l ikrly l o  

h c  sr ign~at izcd and  illegalized. On the other  l iand,  as rhe say i~ rg  goes, "a 

d r u g  is nor  a d r u g  when r n e ~ ~ i b e r s  o f t l ~ e  r u l i n g  cl iss use i r . "  
A f ina l  factor seenrs t o  concern r l ~ r  coltgrumncc bmnveen rile rxper i -  

cnces produccd by the d r u g  and  t l ~ e  valttes o f  tlre r l ~a ins t r can~  cultrrre. r'sy- 

c l~edel ics can clearly produce experiences o l r~s ide ,  a~ i c l  a l i e n  a ~ ~ r a g a ~ ~ ~ i s r i c  

to, the conventiottal W1esrern wor ld-v i rw.  As s t ~ c l ~  r l ~ c y  seemcd t l t r c a t e ~ ~ -  

i l ~ g  and  were soon ru led to be i l l r g i r i ~~ ra t c .  

Clcar ly  the cross-cultttral srut ly o f  psycl~edel ics I ~ a s  n iuc l t  t o  teach 11s 

abour c o n w i o ~ ~ r n e s s  and  culr~rres, i r ~ c l ~ ~ J i r r g  o u r  owrr. 
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