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The secret is out. Ayahuasca is a household
word. Articles about the tea have been featured
prominently in the mainstream media for over a
decade now, and with recent stories about it on
CNN, Fox News, and The Late Show with Ste-
phen Colbert, one wonders if there is any little
hamlet left in the United States where at least
someone is not planning a trip to Peru. The
popular discourse surrounding ayahuasca tends
to present it as a panacea that can cure ailments
as diverse as depression and diabetes—it can
even save the world. The excitement seems
undiminished by ayahuasca’s more corporeal
aspects nor by the fearsome specters that it can
summon. In fact, for many people, the chal-
lenge is part of the allure, as crisis is considered
a step toward the healing transformation (Fotiou
2012). Even the recent spate of deaths in the
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context of ayahuasca ceremonies or related activities has not slowed the
media attention and has, if anything, fanned the flames of global fascination
with this multivalent and ambiguous brew.

It is precisely this courtship with the darkness that leads some scholars to
question the perceived safety of ayahuasca. There are a number of well-
recognized dangers associated with ayahuasca use. However, for most who
recognize these dangers, the problem is not the tea itself but factors external
to it: the use of certain antidepressants, a diet high in tryptophan-containing
foods, pre-existing psychoses, charlatanism, and tourist naiveté. This framing
of risk is useful within the current climate of legitimization for legalization,
where religious leaders, activists, and scholars alike are interested in
promoting the beneficial effects of ayahuasca and other entheogens, often
while downplaying their risks. Anthropologists and indigenous rights
advocates also have a stake in legitimization, given the long history of repres-
sion, often violent, of indigenous religious practice and of indigenous culture
as a whole.

On the other hand, we as scholars and as concerned humans face the
unavoidable reality that an increasing number of Westerners are traveling to
the Amazon to experience ayahuasca and that some of them are not
returning alive. Just as important are the far larger numbers of seckers who
return from their journeys with emotional scars, traumatized by their visions
or by sexual misconduct, assault, and even rape at the hands of their sha-
man or his assistant. It takes but a quick search of the online forums to
find firsthand reports of some of these life-altering experiences—and yet,
with few exceptions (Peluso 2014 for one), these issues do not make the
national news or the research agenda. They need to be addressed. It is not
enough to write these issues off as tourist naiveté, much less to sweep them
under the rug altogether; yet as a researcher who pays close attention to
the scholarly discourse on these subjects, that is exactly what I and others
have seen.

Two papers in this volume address these issues. Raven Ray, a psychology
student at The Citadel in South Carolina, discusses some of the medical and
psychological research into ayahuasca and what it has to say about possible
risks. She then discusses findings from some of her own research regarding
emotional trauma and spiritual disintegration resulting from ayahuasca use,
and identifies solutions to this problem, specifically, pre-trip and post-trip
psychological care. Ray briefly discusses her new undertaking, the Aftercare
Project, a nonprofit that pairs returning seekers with entheogen-aware mental
healthcare in the United States.

Addressing the Western fascination with shamanism from a longitudinal
perspective, Evgenia Fotiou evaluates the increasing romanticization of
shamanism and its accompanying sanitization for international audiences.
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She notes the dangers that romanticization poses, not only for Western seek-
ers but also for indigenous peoples themselves. The “noble savage” ideology,
she argues, strips them of their history; their constant battles for economic
and political sovereignty are forgotten; and their long history of economic
domination by and dependence on outsiders creates a power differential
between them and their Western visitors, who “fail to make the [historical]
association of shamanism with exploitation” (Fotiou, this volume, p. 158).
She then goes on to critique those voices within academia and beyond who
would stifle discussion of the darker aspects of ayahuasca’s countenance and
subvert attempts to creatively address some of these problems.

|
SAVING THE WORLD, ONE CEREMONY AT A TIME

Much of the global popular discourse around ayahuasca extends its healing
powers beyond the individual soma and psyche to the collective and the global
as well. There are many among us, myself included, who would like to believe
that ayahuasca has the potential to transform the human relationship with
nonhuman nature and facilitate the healing of social and ecological trauma
on a grand scale. Exactly how this will take place, though, is another question.

First, there are very mundane issues to consider. For one thing, how can a
transcontinental phenomenon such as the globalization of ayahuasca, with
its reliance on overseas air travel, be good for the environment? The carbon
footprint of this industry must be substantial and growing. Other basic ques-
tions include the depletion of wild populations of ayahuasca, the socioeco-
nomic impacts to small communities from the massive influx of cash, as well
as the diversion of ethnomedical resources from community-based healthcare
to the psychedelic tourist industry. Although some ethnographic reports dis-
cuss the latter (Brabec de Mori 2011, 2014; Proctor 2000), to my knowledge
there is no systematic study of the socioeconomic and environmental impacts
of ayahuasca tourism. Such research would prove very valuable in managing
and protecting wild populations of source plants, ameliorating the socio-
cultural impacts, and increasing the potential for tourist dollars to do more
good than harm.

Furthermore, even if ayahuasca were found to engender a more intimate
connection with nonhuman nature, the notion that pro-environment moral
or spiritual beliefs necessarily drive environmentally friendly behavior has
been problematized by conservation psychologists (Stern 2000; Monroe
2003), whose mission is to understand exactly what is needed to shift the bal-
ance of human behavior toward greater environmental stewardship. One
thing that they do agree on is that the move from moral conviction to moral
behavior is not guaranteed. To the contrary, the belief that moral conviction
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leads to moral behavior is an example of a logical fallacy known as “funda-
mental attribution error” (Stern 2000), defined as “the tendency to overesti-
mate the degree to which an individual’s behavior is determined by his or
her abiding personal characteristics, attitudes, or beliefs and, correspondingly,
to minimize the influence of the surrounding situation on that behavior
(e.g., financial or social pressures)” (VandenBos and American 2007, n.p.). In
other words, people’s actions do not always match their beliefs, but the mis-
match may be due less to a lack of conviction than to the socio-political
infrastructure in which people are embedded. The logic behind this “funda-
mental attribution error” has long been used to accuse environmentalists of
hypocrisy. Furthermore, based on my long-term involvement in the conserva-
tion counterculture, I suggest that the focus on individual purity of action
and the power of individual choice has stymied efforts to creatively and col-
lectively address systemic issues underlying the environmental crisis.

The disconnect between spiritual beliefs and material practice can be a
slap in the face for visitors to the Amazon who have come to believe the
myth of the ecological Indian (Mulder and Coppolillo 2005) or who overesti-
mate the essentialized role of the shaman as guardian of the nonhuman
realm and manager of interpersonal and human—environment relations
(Reichel-Dolmatoff 1976). Sanitation and solid-waste disposal in towns and in
villages may be suboptimal or nonexistent, and plastic trash finds its way to
street sides, into streams and rivers, and strewn about the grounds of retreat
facilities. In the interest of his community, a shaman may lobby for a road
into the village to increase access to schools, medical facilities, and the mar-
ket—despite the deforestation, habitat fragmentation, and biodiversity loss
that almost inevitably result from road building in the tropics (Forman and
Alexander 1998; Trombulak and Frissell 2000; Sudrez et al. 2013; Fraser 2014;
Whitworth et al. 2015). Women and children may be mistreated, and psychi-
atric services for the mentally ill are rare or nonexistent. Unsustainable and
illegal domestic and international markets for bushmeat, wildlife, and pelts
are thriving, (Maldonado et al. 2009; Sudrez et al. 2009; Gastanaga et al.
2011; Daut et al. 2015), and indigenous people may act as both suppliers and
patrons of these markets—that jaguar pelt on the wall of the shamanic retreat
center did not get there by itself. Clearly, these are all very complex and
hotly contested issues—the solution for which has not, apparently, presented
itself despite a long history of abundant and collective ayahuasca consumption.

Despite these and other critiques, there are signs that the changing nature
and expanding demographic of ayahuasca use is having a positive impact at
the cultural, intercultural, and socio-environmental levels. On the part of the
international community, Alianza Arkana is one of the bright lights. Formerly
the activist branch of a large Western-run ayahuasca retreat center, this
Pucallpa-based nonprofit is working in partnership with Shipibo organizations
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and communities in projects concerned with eco-social justice, intercultural
education, permaculture, and eco-sanitation. Numerous individuals with a
relationship with the tea have found their way into the ranks of activist
groups and conservation organizations working in the Amazon and else-
where. Then, of course, there are those curanderos, curanderas, yachaks, and
taitas themselves who continue to serve their communities through healing
as well as through social, political, and environmental leadership. Lucho
Culquiton is one of these, using the income from his ayahuasca center to
develop and promote permaculture-style thinking in his community as well
as among his international clientele. The Chujandama family runs a center
outside of Tarapoto that supports a humanitarian organization aiming to pro-
vide clean water and sanitation, as well as awareness of and training in tradi-
tional medicine, to neighboring ethnic communities who have lost their
shamans. The enthusiasm for ayahuasca has also been good for peoples new
to the tea, for whom it has fostered and facilitated a reembrace and revitaliza-
tion of their own indigenous culture (Pantoja 2014).

In this volume of the Anthropology of Consciousness, Jean Langdon shows
how ayahuasca and Siona shamanism have been central to the revitalization
of Siona culture and the assertion of their rights as indigenous people. After
a history of powerful shamans who led the Siona in resistance to colonial
forces, a bout of shamanic warfare nearly exterminated Siona shamanism.
However, despite a long period of violence at the hands of narcotraffickers
and guerillas, the tide turned. The newfound popularity of ayahuasca, in
tandem with a global shift toward increased recognition of indigenous rights
and culture, led to a full revitalization of Siona shamanism, with taitas now
taking on important roles as social, political, and environmental leaders. She
writes:

Yaj¢ shamanism is the central pillar of the ongoing ethnopolitical
movement that has allowed the Siona to survive as a collective group in
the face of the violence and growing economic importance of the region
during the last 30 years. [present volume, 198].

This is a story of shamanism as a form of resistance in historical times and
reempowerment in contemporary times. It is a success story of cultural sur-
vival, with ayahuasca as a central player.

Coming from a very different spiritual and socio-political milieu is Teodoro
Irigaray, state attorney of Mato Grosso in Brazil, Mestre in the Brazil-based
ayahuasca church Unido do Vegetal (UDV), and president of Novo Encanto
(New Enchantment), the environmental-advocacy arm of the UDV. Irigaray
and co-authors discuss the UDV’s approach to environmental and social
change through the use of ayahuasca, or as they call it, hoasca. This
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approach includes rejecting the Western philosophical paradigm of control
over nature and, through the teachings of the tea and of UDV founder Mes-
tre Gabriel, seeking control over the self and relations of harmony with
others, including nonhuman nature. The authors address the agronomic
work that Novo Encanto does in researching and managing the cultivation
of ayahuasca and chacruna, as well as their engagement with the state to
promote freedom of religion, thus opening the path toward a change in
consciousness.

Stephan Beyer once said, in reference to America’s short attention span
and desire for a quick fix, “I'm old enough to remember when Zen Bud-
dhism was going to save the world. 'm old enough to remember when LSD
was going to save the world. 'm old enough to remember when rock and
roll was going to save the world. And the world isn’t saved yet.” (Beyer 2013).
In this same discussion, Beyer cautions against the reductionist approach to
healing and transformation, one which extracts ayahuasca from its Amazo-
nian context of relationality, mutuality, and physicality. He fears that we are
moving toward a model “where people purchase a cure without the demands
of mutuality and reciprocity that the indigenous culture envisions for these
kinds of healings.”

Indeed, if we are going to heal ourselves and the world through ayahuasca,
it will not be through glorious visions alone but through the hard work and
humility—in Beyer’s words, the mutuality and reciprocity—that ayahuasca
both demands of us and empowers us to do: building networks of relations
that incorporate both human and other than human, addressing the difficult
issues, looking demons in the face and standing them down, enduring the
painful and difficult moments that inevitably accompany deep transforma-
tion, and then sticking around afterward to clean up the mess. Two of the
papers in this volume indicate some of the risks and dangers associated with
ayahuasca use, dangers that need to be acknowledged and addressed; the
other two papers show that within a supportive and cohesive sociocultural
structure, ayahuasca can be a force for redemption and social change.

|
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