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the law of karma, and the cult of assorted elemental
spirits.

use of it by these religious organizations does not seem
to lead to any apparent ill results, as attested by recent
medical studies of long-time users. This is probably due

Mestre Irineu, as he came to be known by his fol-

to the strict ritual control built around this practice

lowers and clients, became famous for his healing pow-

and to the fact that the brew is rarely taken extraritually.

ers and after some time his influence began to spread
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During his lifetime, and after his death in 1971,
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ayahuasca using groups, it is second only to the Unino
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Velho, capital city of the Amazonian Brazilian state,
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as Mestre Gabriel, was another ayahuasca-using healer
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who had originally been the head of an Afro-Brazilian
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took on quite a different form, where a marked Ma-
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sonic influence may be detected. Yet both the Santo
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nal and ritual similarities which attest to the importance

grouped by sex, age, and, in certain more tra-
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virgins).
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Although, from a pharmacological point of view,

Uniforms of a sober cut stress the unity of the group

ayahuasca may be considered a very potent psychoac-

and help maintain a mood of seriousness. The move-

tive agent, rich in DMT and other alkaloids, the ample

ments of those taking part are rigidly prescribed and
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one of the main duties of the "controllers " is to ensure
obedience to the posture recommended for the seated

taking of the brew that fulfill all the prerequisites laid
out by Zinberg, they also regulate their followers ac-

"works" ( raised heads and relaxed and immobile arms

cess to the substance and provide them with doctrinal

and legs ) or the correct performance of a few simple

guidance on the structuring of their lives, the control-

steps during the ceremonies that include dancing.

ling elements Grund added to the drug regulation
model.

Another important element of control is the music that is sung and played during most of the ceremo-

When they were originally set up, these different

nies, which helps harmonize the group through marked

ayahuasca-based re-

rhythms and voices in unison . The ritual use of music

ligious movements

harks back to ancient shamanic customs from which

played an impor-

the ritual taking of ayahuasca originates . Singing and

tant role in helping

the use of percussion instruments with a strong, repeti-

migrants from the

tive beat, are powerful aids in bringing about altered

forest adapt and in-

states of consciousness , and are thought to act as a way

tegrate into their

of invoking spirits. The words of the "hymns " that are
sung direct the "voyages" in the desired directions and

new urban environ-

help relieve mental or physical ill-feelings.

however, a great

ment. Nowadays,
part of the new fol-

The hymns also help in the interpretation of the

lowers come from a

experiences people have during the seances. They help

different sociocul-

to create connections between the lived experiences

tural backgrounds.

and the magical or mythical symbols with which they
become invested , which is of great importance in avoid-

They are, generally

ing the break up of the group. The Catalan anthro-

adults with second-

speaking, young

pologist Josep Maria Fericgla, working on the Indian

ary or university

use of ayahuasca , like Victor Turner, considers this to
be a psychic or spiritual function of symbols that was

level education and
with lower middle-

lost by Western societies when they abandoned their

class incomes. Al-

traditional ways of organizing unconscious drives and

though they may

using these "sources of renovation " for individual and

face different prob-

collective benefit (Fericgla 1989:13).

lems from those of
the rubber tappers

Norman Zinberg , on studying different patterns

newly arrived in the

of drug use, pointed out that even the most addictive

city, who made up

substances , like heroin, can be used in a controlled,

the bulk of the

noncompulsive manner, so long as this use is subject to

original members

Singing and the use of percussion instruments with a
strong, repetitive beat are
powerful aids in bringing
about altered states of consciousness, and are thought
to act as a way of invoking
spirits. The words of the
hymns that are sung direct
the "voyages " and help re-

lieve mental or physical ill feelings.

a series of social sanctions and social rituals that rein-

of these religious groups, they have their own adapta-

force given sets of values , rules of conduct , and stan-

tion and existential problems. In Brazil today, the young

dardized ways of producing , consuming , and dealing
with effects ( Zinberg 1984 : 5). More recently, jean-Paul

of all classes are suffering the consequences of a social

Grund , carrying out research among heroin and co-

and led to large scale unemployment , inflation, and

caine users in the Netherlands , further developed
Zinberg's theory by proposing a "feedback model of

the near disappearance of what used to be a relatively

and economic crisis that has lasted for over a decade

prosperous middle class.

drug use self-regulation " which includes two further
elements: drug availability and life structure (Grund
1993:247 ). The Daime and other ayahuasca using reli-

expectations , these young people also have to cope with

gious organizations seem good examples of these mod-

the very quick cultural changes occurring around them

els. Not only do they adopt ritual procedures for the

with regard to sexual and work ethics, and the break-

Apart from the resulting situation of diminished
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down of traditional family organization and values. In
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movements among the urban middle class youth soon
had the local moral entrepreneurs on the rampage. In
1986, pending further studies, the government decided
to ban the use of ayahuasca. However, an official liberal-oriented study group was established, and, after
six months research, produced a paper calling for the
repeal of the ban on a nationwide level. Among other
arguments they pointed out that no damage to health
was caused by the use of the brew, and that the members of the different religious groups had been found
to be orderly and lead their lives according to accepted
social values.
The orderly functioning of these religious organizations helps validate a more tolerant approach to the
drug question that places less emphasis on the purely
pharmacological aspects of the question and gives more
attention to the physical, social, and cultural setting in
which the use of psychoactive substances occurs. In spite
of occasional problems that may always be expected to
occur when large numbers of people come together
for religious purposes, whether or not these include
the ingestion of consciousness-altering substances, the
Santo Daime and other ayahuasca-using religions seem
to confirm the effectiveness of social control in determining the consequences of drug use.
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