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Moralistic boundaries between the ritual & habitual use of mind-altering substances

The disciplines touched on in this essay will include elements of anthropology, psychology, philosophy, and creative writing.
I have divided this work into parts/chapters to make for easier analysis of what constitutes a moralistic boundary but, in general, the term boundary will mean the area of reason as to why people use M.A.S (mind-altering substances) and whether the usage can be defined as moralistic.
Shaman
Some of you may have seen the series on BBC2 with Bruce Parry ‘Tribe’ in which Bruce, a retired army captain, travels around the world living with different tribes, experiencing the different customs and rituals of each individual tribe. Now, I am not using the tribe documentary series as credible academical source material, only using this to convey the stereotypical idea of what we, from an outsider perspective, consider a typical tribal setting. I will also, when referring to ‘shaman’ mean ‘medicine man, witchdoctor, brujo’ etc, using shaman as an umbrella term for use in this essay. The traditional roll of Shaman in a Ritual capacity according to ‘Understanding Rituals’ edited by Daniel de Coppet 1992 p.79’ is the member of the tribe who will take a deceased persons image to a domain beyond village society. Also, the shaman is the one who conducts and presides over healings, births, marriages, initiations/rites of passage and ancestor traditions i.e. stories, songs, and dances (see Understanding Rituals p.16). In my view, this will be the first moral testing of boundary crossing by asking is the shaman using the M.A.S for the benefit of the tribe? in which case the verdict may be yes, this could be classed as a justified moral usage.
Mircea Eliade the Romanian religious historian views use of fly agaric in shamans as decadent, passive and crude compared to older, purer forms of shamanism as stated in ‘The Alchemy of Culture by Richard Rudgley 1993. Rudgley then counters Mircea’s view by citing a Siberian creation story of big raven(creator) who asks of existence for help to move heavy objects, existence says eat fly agaric (Alchemy of Culture p. 40) This clearly demonstrates that rather than being a derivative of an older purer form of shamanism that fly agaric has been around since the time of the creation story itself. However, I can see that Mircea may have viewed the shamans under the influence as un-responsible and therefore unworthy of moral usage.

Creativity

In literature we see many references to substance use. I will start in 1816 with the famous party in Geneva hosted by Lord Bryon and guested by John Polidori, Peter and Mary (soon to be) Shelley in which Laudanum was consumed and ideas for successful stories were born. Later in 1821 Thomas De Quincy wrote his autobiography about being an opium addict in London in ‘The confessions of an English opium eater’ it would seem that around this time it was very cool to be making references to drug use in the world of literature and even for fictional characters such as ‘Sherlock Holmes or Dr Jekyll & Mr Hyde’ using drugs to access genius or to become completely mad. In the 1950’s a generation of writers and philosophers dubbed ‘beatniks’ broke away from status quo society and immersed themselves with alternate philosophies, drugs, jazz, and poetry and, some of these authors from William Burroughs (Junky 1953) to Hunter. S. Thompson all ended up with drug problems and wrote about these experiences for an ever hungry and inquisitive young public concerned as they are with fitting in with fashion, music tastes, works of literature and peers. In this regard, I would have to pass a verdict of immoral in the respect of writing about drugs knowing, as they must have done how easily influenced the young are, however, a lot of important points and movements sprung from these authors to help fight against oppression and tyranny.

Investigative
With the likes of Aleister Crowley taking M.A.S in the 1920’s in ritual magick practices (Diary of a drug fiend 1922) we find the use is more selfish, centred upon acquiring conversation with spirit beings and enhancing one’s own power and ego however, the whole point of that movement was to break boundaries that the church had forced upon society and in this respect what angle are we judging morality from? as this differs from person to person. This kind of investigative usage has led to the modern-day generation of research chemicals with pirate chemists bending and adding molecules to create diverse kinds of M.A.S such as m-cat and spice, both have caused their fair share of social damage. A reason for complete hedonism disguised as ‘research’ is in my own opinion, non-responsible and dangerous. 

Hedonistic

Hedonism, we all like to feel good, rather than uneasy or upset and most of these types of individual will jump at any chance to ‘get high’ and in some cases such as addiction, will cross big moral boundaries such as burglary, cheating and murder all aspects that can result from addiction to hard drugs. The Lumbee tribe of South East America have their problems with drug related violence, substance abuse according to an online qualitive study (American journal of health education 24 Sept 2024) reasons stemming from poor socioeconomic conditions, broken families and the influence of the local christian church impacting on their beliefs and customs.
 At this current point in our evolution as a social species it would seem, by looking at various social media videos that the world is in a crisis, with more and more people choosing to escape with M.A.S from scenarios they cannot control such as oppressing government practices, threatening scenarios and rising costs of living creating a ‘no hope, no point’ culture, a nihilistic culture devoid of hope. Will going back to respecting life and nature with all its inherent hardships as the sacred and beautiful miracle it is be the only way to heal a nihilistic soul? If so work will need to be put in, no easy fixes, no instant gratification. Like the serpent eating its own tail, A type of true moral shamanic/medicine attitude may have to step in to clean up the mess.
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