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Introduction: Psychedelic Plants and Living Traditions in the Americas

Beatriz Caiuby Labate, Henrique Fernandes Antunes, Nidia A. Olvera Hernández, and Clancy Cavnar

The Americas have long been a fertile ground for the use of psychoactive plants, a practice deeply entwined with Indigenous peoples and traditional knowledge systems. Psychedelics, in particular, have a long tradition in these lands, as noted in the classic work Plants of the Gods, which states, “It is in the New World that the number and cultural significance of hallucinogenic plants are overwhelming” (Schultes et al., 2001, p. 26). Yet, in recent decades, the consumption and circulation of these plants have significantly transcended their original cultural and geographic contexts (Labate & Cavnar, 2014, 2016, 2018; Labate & Jungaberle, 2011; Labate et al., 2017). This expansion has given rise to new practices and circuits, as well as new discourses of tradition—all of which are constantly negotiated, contested, and reimagined. The present volume, Psychedelic Plant Medicines of the Americas: History, Traditions, and Indigenous Voices, seeks to address this dynamic and ever-changing landscape, offering a comprehensive and nuanced exploration of the historical, cultural, political, and ecological dimensions of psychoactive plant use across the Americas.

The focus of the social sciences has increasingly turned toward the interrelations between humans and plants, reflecting the main insights from the “vegetal turn” (Kohn, 2013; Marder, 2013) and “ontological turn” (Descola, 2013; Holbraad & Pedersen, 2017; Ingold, 2000; Viveiros de Castro, 2014). This perspective underscores the agency of plants, emphasizing their roles not merely as passive objects of human consumption, but as active participants in shaping traditions, identities, and even interspecies communication (Callicott, 2013; Dev, 2018). Following this trend, this volume explores the complex ways that plants such as ayahuasca, peyote, tobacco, mushrooms, and cannabis mediate human experiences, shape bodies, and (re)create traditions and communities. By foregrounding these interactions, we aim to expand the understanding of psychoactive plant use beyond reductionist frameworks of pharmacology, delving instead into the intricate webs of relationships that these plants sustain.

As psychoactive plants gain popularity and enter global markets, their commodification has introduced both opportunities and challenges (Labate et al., 2025). On one hand, the growing demand for these plants and fungi has created avenues for economic development, fostering new networks, projects, and collaborations. This economic potential has proven to benefit Indigenous and local communities when managed ethically (Chacruna, 2023). On the other hand, the integration of these plants into global markets often raises issues of sustainability, as increased harvesting pressures threaten their ecological availability. Additionally, traditional practices may face risks of tokenization or sanitization as they adapt to meet the expectations of new audiences. 

These shifts underscore the need to navigate commodification with care, balancing economic opportunities while safeguarding traditional practices and protecting psychoactive plants. This new landscape also serves as a springboard for the emergence of new ceremonies, aesthetics, and traditions. As psychoactive plants are integrated into diverse cultural and economic settings, hybrid practices and rituals develop, blending elements of tradition with modern technologies and media outlets. In this context, it is important to consider several questions: How do new practices and traditions become legitimized and recognized as authentic in this universe? How do new rituals and aesthetics reshape this landscape? What controversies emerge as the use of these plants expands beyond their cultural contexts of origin into new audiences? These questions underscore the complex tensions between continuity and change, preservation and expansion, and other polarities—raising critical challenges about how the use of these plants is legitimized and recognized, not only in legal terms, but also by contemporary practitioners. As new rituals and aesthetics are created, they reshape the cultural landscape while sparking debates over authenticity and appropriation, exposing the fragile balance between honoring traditional roots and embracing innovation in an era of global interconnectedness.

In this context, the book explores the necessity of understanding the consumption of psychoactive plants as part of a broader network of flows: substances, objects, people, practices, policies, and ideas. The movement of these plants across borders and their integration into diverse cultural and therapeutic frameworks underscores the ways in which tradition and modernity, local and global, intersect and reshape each other. This fluidity also fosters new forms of activism and alliances as Indigenous communities, researchers, and practitioners collaborate to protect sacred plants and ensure their sustainable and respectful use.

This book highlights the incredible biodiversity of the Americas through its exploration of a wide range of psychoactive plants, including marijuana, peyote, ayahuasca, coca, tobacco, jurema, psilocybin mushrooms, and toé (Brugmansia suaveolens). By focusing on specific psychoactive plants within their geographical and cultural contexts and beyond, this volume offers a cohesive and interdisciplinary analysis that draws on anthropology, sociology, history, and geography. Each chapter examines how these plants function as agents of cultural continuity and transformation, shedding light on their roles in rituals, healing practices, and identity formation. 

As the so-called psychedelic renaissance continues to gain momentum, there is an urgent need for scholarship that critically examines the implications of this global phenomenon, particularly its impact on traditional populations and ecosystems (Labate et al., 2025). This psychedelic revival has been dominated by biomedical science, although emerging fields such as psychedelic humanities are helping to analyze these phenomena philosophically, historically, and politically (Langlitz, 2023; see also, Dyck et al., 2024; Labate et al., 2025). In addition, some authors have sought to decolonize these perspectives (González, 2022; Labate & Cavnar, 2021) and to consider Indigenous perspectives (Williams et al., 2022). 

The study of psychoactive plants in the Americas has long benefited from critical perspectives in history and anthropology, enriching our understanding of their cultural, social, and political dimensions. Drug history, an expanding field of research, has increasingly incorporated psychedelics into its scope (see Dyck & Elcock, 2023; Elcock, 2013; Richert & Dyck, 2020). In Latin America, scholars have advanced interdisciplinary approaches to these substances, integrating new sources and perspectives (Gootenberg & Campos, 2015). In Mexico, anthropology—particularly ethnography—has played a central role in documenting traditional uses of psychoactive plants (Fagetti & González, 2012; Glockner, 2016; Rodríguez, 2019), while more recent historical research has focused on peyote (Dawson, 2018; Olvera Hernández, 2019), psilocybin mushrooms (Spiers et al., 2024), and cannabis (Campos, 2012; Pérez, 2016; Schievenini, 2021). In South America, ayahuasca has received considerable academic attention due to its significance for Indigenous and religious communities. Research spans multiple disciplines including anthropology, sociology, and religious studies, examining Indigenous and mestizo traditions such as vegetalismo (Dobkin de Rios, 1972; Luna, 1986), the emergence of ayahuasca religions (Labate & Araújo, 2004; Labate et al., 2009), therapeutic and globalized uses (Caicedo-Fernández, 2023; Labate & Cavnar, 2014), and legal and political dimensions (Antunes, 2019; Labate, 2005; MacRae, 2008).

This book seeks to contribute to the expansion of these discussions, especially with authors from the humanities and social sciences who engage in critically studying the use of psychoactive plants. By situating psychoactive plant use within its broader social, cultural, and ecological contexts, we hope to foster a more informed and respectful engagement with these powerful substances and the communities that steward their knowledge. In bringing together updated research, historical analyses, and Indigenous perspectives, Psychedelic Plant Medicines of the Americas: History, Traditions, and Indigenous Voices underscores the importance of understanding psychoactive plants as both agents and subjects within a dynamic and interconnected world, urging readers to reconsider the ways in which these plants shape and are shaped by human societies.

This edited volume thus represents an important contribution to the study of psychoactive plants, their cultural dimensions, and their roles in diverse contexts. By weaving together historical, ethnographic, pharmacological, and Indigenous perspectives, the authors challenge conventional understandings of psychoactives as isolated substances and instead situate them within broader frameworks of tradition and cultural identity. Each chapter highlights the interplay between traditional knowledge systems and contemporary practices, offering a rich tapestry of insights that transcends disciplinary boundaries.

One of the most innovative aspects of this project is our commitment to amplifying Indigenous voices. By including interviews and contributions from Indigenous leaders and scholars, we strive to move beyond the typical academic lens, offering readers authentic engagement with the lived experiences and challenges faced by these communities. This emphasis on Indigenous perspectives not only deepens the narrative but also underscores the critical importance of respecting and preserving these traditions in the face of cultural appropriation and ecological threats.

By bridging the gap between scientific inquiry and traditional knowledge, this volume seeks to foster dialogue and collaboration. Our goal is to advocate for a more inclusive understanding of psychoactives—one that honors their cultural origins while addressing modern ethical and ecological concerns. Through this multifaceted approach, we aim to establish a meaningful contribution to the study of psychoactive plants and their profound cultural, spiritual, and scientific significance. This work is both a scholarly resource and a call to action, urging thoughtful and responsible engagement with these extraordinary plants and traditions.

We must consider that the so-called psychedelic renaissance has often excluded knowledge from the Global South, disregarding the rich epistemologies of Indigenous and local traditions. This exclusion is compounded by the marginalization of diverse voices and perspectives in mainstream psychedelic discourse—where contributions from women, people of color, and marginalized communities are underrepresented or overlooked. We cannot fail to mention the significant gap in English-language literature on psychoactive plants, as much of the research on this topic is published in Spanish and Portuguese.

To tackle some of these issues, the book combines academic research and personal storytelling, creating a space for both scholarly analysis and personal perspectives. This structure aims to bridge the gap between traditional academic writing and the embodied, experiential knowledge that psychedelics offer. By doing so, it provides a more comprehensive and inclusive narrative, reflecting the multiple dimensions of psychedelic use and understanding.

Chapter Overview

While this book originated from the translation of key texts from previous works (Labate & Goulart, 2019; Labate & Olvera Hernández, 2023), it soon took on a life of its own, incorporating new original contributions and expanding into a section dedicated to amplifying Indigenous voices and perspectives. This edited volume presents twenty-five chapters, including ten interviews with Indigenous leaders. The first part of the book explores the historical trajectory of psychoactive plant use in the Americas. The opening chapter, authored by Nidia A. Olvera Hernández and José Domingo Schievenini, investigates the ritual and traditional applications of cannabis in Mexico. The authors trace the plant’s introduction in the sixteenth century and examine its evolving role through the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Drawing on archival documentation and ethnographic evidence, the chapter traces the transformation of cannabis from an industrial crop introduced by Spanish colonizers to its use as a psychoactive substance, an underexplored subject in academic literature.

The second chapter, by Alí Cortina Bello, examines the sociocultural and historical dynamics of “ancestral medicines” in Mexico City. Focusing on the adoption of substances such as peyote, psilocybin mushrooms, and the Bufo alvarius toad in the early twenty-first century, the chapter highlights how these psychoactives—originally rooted in Indigenous traditions—have been recontextualized in urban settings. Bello investigates how these practices foster cultural hybridism, challenging modern stigmas that label them as irrational or dangerous. Employing historical and critical theory, the chapter situates these practices within broader multicultural and neo-spiritual frameworks, emphasizing the dynamic and adaptive nature of tradition.

In the third chapter, Nidia A. Olvera Hernández and Ana Camacho Puebla explore the contributions of Mexican scientists to peyote research during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Despite being native to Mexico, peyote has received limited scholarly attention within the country. This chapter highlights early interdisciplinary studies—spanning medical, chemical, botanical, and physiological fields—that incorporated Indigenous knowledge into the national therapeutic practices. These pioneering, yet overlooked, efforts bridged traditional uses with Western scientific paradigms, laying a foundation for future psychedelic research.

The fourth chapter, by Glenn Shepard Jr., delves into the ethnobotany of Brugmansia suaveolens, known as toé among the Matsigenka of the Peruvian Amazon. Revered as one of their most potent and hazardous medicinal plants, toé contains alkaloids such as atropine and scopolamine, valued for their therapeutic properties, but also carrying significant risks. Unlike ayahuasca, toé is used sparingly and typically in isolation for serious cases. Shepard’s analysis blends pharmacological insights with ethnographic accounts, offering a nuanced perspective on the plant’s powerful effects, risks, and cultural significance within Matsigenka traditions.

The second part examines diverse practices and uses of psychoactive plants. Chapter 5, by Henrique Fernandes Antunes, Beatriz Caiuby Labate, Clancy Cavnar, and Charles Hirschkind, investigates the embodied practices central to the Brazilian Santo Daime tradition. Moving beyond the cognitive emphasis on internal experience, the authors highlight how Santo Daime rituals integrate physical and sensory activities such as singing, dancing, and playing maracas. These embodied techniques foster specific modes of perception and aesthetic engagement, underscoring the inseparability of sensory experience and collective ritual in shaping participants’ spiritual journeys.

In the sixth chapter, Marco Vinicio Morales Muñoz and Felipe Fuentes Chávez (in memoriam) explore the sacred role of bakánowa among the Rarámuri of the Sierra Tarahumara. This reed, classified as a Scirpus species, transcends its material form, embodying a powerful soul entity. Bakánowa is employed for healing and enhancing performance, with its efficacy tied to reciprocal rituals. Through vivid ethnographic detail, the chapter examines the roles of sipáame—spiritual intermediaries who mediate with bakánowa and other sacred entities—illuminating the profound spiritual and cultural relevance of this tradition.

The seventh chapter, by Danilo Paiva Ramos, focuses on the coca and tobacco rituals of the Hupd’äh in northwest Amazonia. These nightly gatherings where Elders share coca powder and tobacco smoke serve as spaces for storytelling, shamanic healing, and mythic reflection. By framing these rituals as relational contexts that intertwine mythic and shamanic dimensions, the chapter underscores their role in shaping collective perception and action. In the context of Brazil’s War on Drugs, Ramos advocates for public policies that respect and preserve these traditional practices.

In chapter 8, Abel Rodríguez López investigates the cultural significance of peyote, or jíkuli, among the Rarámuri of the Upper Conchos River. While its physical use is minimal, jíkuli holds deep symbolic power, influencing health, communal life, and relationships with mestizos. Violations of its ceremonial prerogatives are believed to cause serious repercussions, such as illness or death. This interpretative study reveals peyote’s profound role in Rarámuri cosmology and its intricate connections to social and spiritual dynamics.

In Part 3, chapter 9, by Fabiana Maizza, investigates feminine-shamanic agency among Jarawara women. The chapter draws on ethnographic research into the mariná, a girls’ initiation ritual where tobacco snuff and dream-like states reveal the interplay of bodily and spiritual capacities. Maizza examines how concepts like lightness, and movement—carrying, leading, or being led—form a nexus of feminine and shamanic power within Jarawara cosmology.

In chapter 10, Lígia Duque Platero addresses the global expansion of “forest medicines” such as ayahuasca, rapé, and kambô, highlighting the interplay of historical, cultural, and gendered dynamics. Drawing from fieldwork in urban and Indigenous settings, Platero examines the Yawanawá people’s history, the impact of colonization, and the resurgence of shamanic practices in the 1980s. The chapter reflects on contemporary issues like cultural appropriation and shamanic tourism, concluding with a discussion of the 2022 Fourth Indigenous Ayahuasca Conference.

Chapter 11, by Marcus Vinícius Barreto, reexamines the ritual use of jurema in Indigenous and African Brazilian traditions. Challenging conventional botanical perspectives, Barreto introduces the concept of vegetality to reflect jurema’s complex identity as a plant, a realm of enchanted beings, and a connection to animal spirits. By situating jurema within Indigenous cosmologies, the chapter broadens our understanding of its symbolic and ritualistic significance.

The fourth part of the book is dedicated to exploring the new circuits around the use of psychoactive plants as they expand beyond their cultural and geographical origins. Guilherme Pinho Meneses in chapter 12 reflects on a movement underway in the Kaxinawá Indigenous Land of Rio Humaitá driven by the use of nixi pae (ayahuasca) and other “medicines of the forest.” This movement, centered around their festivals, has initiated a series of changes in the traditions and culture of this community. By examining the assemblages between the actants involved in this dynamic—including the cosmologies of Amerindian peoples, ayahuasca religions, and New Age movements—the chapter delves into the cosmopolitical dimensions of the debate. Here, nixi pae emerges as a critical nonhuman mediator, mobilizing networks of sharing, confrontation, and alliance.

The thirteenth chapter, by Salima Cure, examines the growing use of mambe, a fine powder made from toasted coca leaves mixed with yarumo tree ash, among non-Indigenous populations in Colombia. Traditionally used by Indigenous peoples such as the Gente de Centro, Yucunas, Macunas, and Tanimukas of the Colombian Amazon, mambe has recently gained traction in urban contexts like Leticia and Bogotá. This chapter explores its consumption and the circuits through which it has been integrated into these cities. Drawing on Hall’s notion of routes to discuss identity, the text frames these urban settings as dynamic spaces of intercultural relations and the reimagining of substance use. Through a sequence of urban scenes, the chapter highlights consumers, spaces, methods of use, and the meanings attached to mambe in shaping bodies and identities.

The fourteenth chapter, by Citlali Rodríguez Venegas, on the sacred mushrooms in the Sierra Mazateca, addresses the shifting perceptions around the “little saints” (psilocybin mushrooms) in Huautla de Jiménez over the last century. The chapter examines the link between the development of Huautla as an economic center through the commercialization of coffee and its openness to outsiders as key conditions for the mushroom business triggered by Gordon Wasson. It highlights the Mazatecs’ active agency in their contemporary history, weaving together modernity, capitalism, and their relationship with sacred mushrooms.

The fifth and final part of the book highlights Indigenous voices, presenting interviews with leaders and representatives from diverse ethnic groups across the Americas alongside articles authored by Indigenous scholars. This section adopts an innovative approach, transcending academic analysis to immerse readers in the experiential perspectives and contemporary challenges of Indigenous traditions. It underscores the vital role of Indigenous peoples in the therapeutic and spiritual uses of psychedelic plant medicines. By showcasing these traditions through their own voices, with all their depth and richness, this section seeks to honor and amplify the knowledge of Indigenous people, emphasizing their indispensable stewardship and ensuring they are recognized as foundational to the global understanding and respectful use of these sacred plants.

In chapter 15, “The Mazatec People in the Face of the Psychedelic Renaissance,” Mazatec historian Osiris García Cerqueda critiques the dominant narrative surrounding the 1955 encounter between Gordon Wasson and María Sabina, reframing it as part of a longer history of colonial, capitalist, and missionary incursions. He examines how sacred mushrooms have been commodified and how the contemporary psychedelic movement often sidelines Indigenous voices. The chapter calls for genuine reciprocity and resistance to neocolonial dynamics in order to protect Mazatec bioculture and spiritual heritage.

In chapter 16, “Challenges in the Dialogue Between Medical Science and Indigenous Shamanic Knowledge,” Lígia Duque Platero, Henrique Fernandes Antunes, and Beatriz Caiuby Labate bring forth the inspiring story of Adana Omágua Kambeba, whose unique path as both a medical doctor and a traditional shaman exemplifies the potential for bridging worlds. Adana discusses her experiences navigating these two domains, reflecting on the importance of Indigenous autonomy in practicing ancestral medicine alongside Western healthcare. She delves into the role of prayer, tobacco, ayahuasca, and other forest medicines, while also addressing the challenges of public health policies for Indigenous populations. Her insights touch on complex themes such as cultural appropriation and the intersection of shamanic and medical practices, emphasizing the necessity of dialogue between doctors and shamans to better serve Indigenous communities.

Chapter 17, “Earth’s Health First,” offers a compelling dialogue with Paula Bizzi Junqueira, Esther Jean Langdon, and Taita Pablo Crispín Chindoy Escobar, a Kamëntšá leader and healer. He articulates the urgent need to protect yagé medicine and its surrounding environment, emphasizing that defending the land is essential to safeguarding ancestral wisdom and all forms of life. His reflections highlight the threats of industrial exploitation and the challenges of balancing cultural preservation with modern pressures, offering a powerful call to action for the defense of nature and Indigenous heritage.

Nicholas Spiers and Horacio Guevara, in chapter 18, “Recovering Mazatec Culture with the Sacred Mushrooms,” present a profound conversation with Heriberto Prado Pereda, founder of El Camino de los Antepasados. Heriberto explores the revitalization of Mazatec cultural and spiritual traditions through the ritual use of psilocybin mushrooms. He critiques the commodification and misrepresentation of these practices within the global psychedelic movement, offering a powerful counternarrative that highlights the resilience of Indigenous communities in preserving their heritage amid ecological and cultural challenges.

The nineteenth chapter, “Leadership and a Vision of the Future,” features Lígia Platero’s intimate exchanges with Cacique Mariazinha Yawanawá, leader of Mutum village in Rio Gregório. Mariazinha recounts her journey to leadership, deeply influenced by her father, Chief Raimundo Luís Tui Kuru, and her shamanic initiation through the muká diet. Her vision for a traditional Yawanawá school, where Elders teach younger generations, underscores her commitment to cultural preservation while embracing the complexities of education as a tool for empowerment and adaptation.

In chapter 20, “Witnessing Change in Wirikuta,” geographer Diana Negrín draws on her interview with Alberto Hernández, a Wixárika leader and guardian of Wirikuta, to reveal the struggles surrounding this sacred pilgrimage site. Alberto offers a unique perspective on the ecological and spiritual significance of peyote, addressing the threats posed by industrial exploitation and global commodification. His account underscores the Wixárika community’s enduring efforts to protect their sacred land and traditions.

The twenty-first chapter, Leonardo Lessin’s “The Ayahuasca Huni Kuin in the Contemporary Art Space,” shines a light on the Huni Kuin Artists Movement (MAHKU) through the voice of its leader, Ibã Huni Kuin. Ibã shares how MAHKU’s collective artistic practices, inspired by visions and chants from ayahuasca ceremonies, bridge Huni Kuin cultural heritage with contemporary advocacy for Indigenous rights and environmental conservation. This creative process not only preserves spiritual traditions but also provides economic resources to support territorial expansion and community autonomy.

The Women’s Yawanawá Cooperative is the focus of Lígia Platero’s interview with Júlia Yawanawá in her eponymous chapter, chapter 22. Júlia reflects on the cooperative’s transformative impact, which enables women to create and sell traditional crafts while fostering economic independence. She discusses evolving relationships with non-Indigenous allies, highlighting the opportunities and challenges presented by shamanic tourism. Through her leadership, Júlia emphasizes the importance of maintaining cultural authenticity in the face of external influences.

In chapter 23, “The Role of Jurema in Ethnic Re-Emergence in Brazil,” journalist Marcelo Leite captures the wisdom of Pajé Isaias Marculino da Silva, also known as Guarapirá, who describes the revival of Jurema rituals in Northeastern Brazil. These ceremonies, centered around the entheogenic jurema wine, have become instrumental in reclaiming Indigenous identity and traditions. Guarapirá sheds light on the rituals’ hybrid evolution, their role in language revival, and their cultural significance in the broader movement for Indigenous sovereignty.

Chapter 24, “A Peyote Way,” centers on a conversation with Kelly and Reanna Daniels, Plains Cree members and longtime participants in the Native American Church (NAC). Speaking with historian Erika Dyck, they reflect on the spiritual and political dimensions of peyote ceremony, sharing how prayer, humility, and intergenerational teachings sustain healing and resistance in Indigenous communities. Their perspectives highlight the resilience of NAC traditions in the face of colonial disruption and the complexities of engaging with the current psychedelic movement, emphasizing the need for cultural grounding, experiential knowledge, and Indigenous leadership.

The twenty-fifth and final chapter, “Wirikuta Welcoming Iboga: Interethnic Relations and Spiritual Alliances,” captures the reflections of Wixárika mara’kame Ricardo Muñoz on an unprecedented ceremonial encounter between híkuri (peyote) and the African plant medicine iboga. Interviewed by Alí Cortina Bello in the sacred territory of Wirikuta, Muñoz recounts the spiritual guidance that led to ritually receiving iboga, forging an intercultural alliance rooted in mutual respect. He describes the cosmological foundations of Wixárika healing, the responsibilities of walking with sacred medicine, and the importance of protecting ceremonial protocols. His testimony offers a powerful reflection on the evolving landscape of ancestral plant traditions and the care required when medicines cross cultures.

This book is a product of the Chacruna Institute for Psychedelic Plant Medicines, a nonprofit organization dedicated to advancing the study and preservation of Indigenous knowledge, psychedelic research, and cultural understanding. Through its commitment to fostering dialogue and collaboration, Chacruna continues to play a pivotal role in shaping the future of psychedelic studies and promoting diverse voices in the field.

References

Antunes, H. F. (2019). O uso religioso da ayahuasca como problema público: Os processos de regulamentação no Brasil e nos Estados Unidos [The religious use of ayahuasca as a public problem: The regulation processes in Brazil and the United States] [Doctoral dissertation, University of São Paulo]. https://repositorio.usp.br/item/002972080. 

Caicedo-Fernández, A. (2023). Debates on the legality and legitimacy of yagé in Colombia. In B. C. Labate & C. Cavnar (Eds.), Religious freedom and the global regulation of ayahuasca (pp. 177–192). Routledge.

Callicott, C. (2013). Interspecies communication in the Western Amazon: Music as a form of conversation between plants and people. European Journal of Ecopsychology, 4, 32–43.

Campos, I. (2012). Home grown: Marijuana and the origins of Mexico’s War on Drugs. The University of North Carolina Press.

Chacruna Institute for Psychedelic Plant Medicines. (2023). Indigenous Reciprocity Initiative of the Americas Program—2023 end of-year report. https://chacruna-iri.org.

Dawson, A. (2018). The peyote effect: From the Inquisition to the War on Drugs. University of California Press.

Descola, P. (2013). Beyond nature and culture (J. Lloyd, Trans.). University of Chicago Press.

Dev, L. (2018). Plant knowledges: Indigenous approaches and interspecies listening toward decolonizing ayahuasca research. In B. C. Labate & C. Cavnar (Eds.), Plant medicines, healing and psychedelic science (pp. 185–204). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-76720-8_11

Dobkin de Rios, M. (1972). Visionary vine: Hallucinogenic healing in the Peruvian Amazon. Waveland Press.

Dyck, E., & Elcock, C. (Eds.). (2023). Expanding mindscapes: A global history of psychedelics. The MIT Press.

Dyck, E., Noorani, T., Langlitz, N., Dymock, A., Schlag, A. K., & Davis, O. (Eds.). (2024). Psychedelic humanities. Frontiers Media SA. https://doi.org/10.3389/978-2-8325-5048-9 

Elcock, C., (2013). From acid revolution to entheogenic evolution: Psychedelic philosophy in the sixties and beyond. Journal of American Culture, 36(4), 296–311.

Fagetti, A., & González, L. (2012). Dossier: El uso ritual de enteógenos em México [Dossier: The ritual use of entheogens in Mexico]. Cuicuilco, 19(53).

Glockner, J. (2016). La mirada interior. Plantas sagradas de los pueblos ameríndios [The inner gaze: Sacred plants of the Amerindian peoples]. Debate.

González, O. (2022). Decolonizing the philosophy of psychedelics. In C. Hauskeller & P. Sjöstedt-Hughes (Eds.), Philosophy and psychedelics: Frameworks for exceptional experience (pp. 77–94). Bloomsbury.

Gootenberg, P., & Campos, I. (2015). Toward a new drug history of Latin America: A research frontier at the center of debates. Hispanic American Historical Review, 95(1), 1–35. https://doi.org/10.1215/00182168-2836796

Holbraad, M., & Pedersen, M. A. (2017). The ontological turn: An anthropological exposition. Cambridge University Press.

Ingold, T. (2000). The perception of the environment: Essays on livelihood, dwelling and skill. Routledge.

Kohn, E. (2013). How forests think: Toward an anthropology beyond the human. University of California Press.

Labate, B. C. (2005). Dimensões legais, éticas e políticas da expansão do consumo da ayahuasca [Legal, ethical, and political dimensions of the expansion of ayahuasca consumption]. In B. C. Labate & S. L. Goulart (Eds.), O uso ritual das plantas de poder [The ritual use of power plants] (pp. 297–330). Mercado de Letras.

Labate, B. C., Antunes, H. F., Beachy, J., Sloshower, J., & Cavnar, C. (2025). Navigating the mainstreaming of psychedelics. Journal of Psychedelic Studies (published online ahead of print 2025). https://doi.org/10.1556/2054.2024.00429 

Labate, B. C., & Araújo, W. S. (Eds.). (2004). O uso ritual da ayahuasca [The ritual use of ayahuasca]. Mercado de Letras.

Labate, B. C., & Cavnar, C. (Eds.). (2014). Ayahuasca shamanism in the Amazon and beyond. Oxford University Press.

Labate, B. C., & Cavnar, C. (Eds.). (2016). Peyote: History, tradition, politics, and conservation. ABC-CLIO/Praeger Publishers.

Labate, B. C., & Cavnar, C. (Eds.). (2018). The expanding world ayahuasca diaspora: Appropriation, integration and legislation. Routledge.

Labate, B. C., & Cavnar, C. (Eds.). (2021). Psychedelic justice: Toward a diverse and equitable psychedelic culture. Synergetic Press.

Labate, B. C., Cavnar, C., & Gearin, A. K. (Eds.). (2017). The world ayahuasca diaspora: Reinventions and controversies. Routledge.

Labate, B. C., & Goulart, S. L. (Eds.). (2019). O uso de plantas psicoativas nas Américas [The use of psychoactive plants in the Americas]. Gramma/NEIP.

Labate, B. C., & Jungaberle, H. (Eds.). (2011). The internationalization of ayahuasca. Lit Verlag.

Labate, B. C., & Olvera Hernández, N. A. (Eds.). (2023). Plantas sagradas en México: Tradición, religión y ritualidad [Sacred plants in Mexico: Tradition, religion, and ritual]. El Colegio de San Luis.

Labate, B. C., Rose, I. S., & Santos, R. G. (Eds.). (2009). Ayahuasca religions: A comprehensive bibliography and critical essays. Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies.

Langlitz N. (2023). What good are psychedelic humanities? Frontiers in Psychology, 14. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1082933 

Luna, L. E. (1986). Vegetalismo: Shamanism among the Mestizo population of the Peruvian Amazon. Almqvist & Wiksell International.

MacRae, E. (2008). A elaboração das políticas públicas brasileiras em relação ao uso da ayahuasca [The development of Brazilian public policies regarding the use of ayahuasca]. In B. C. Labate, S. L. Goulart, E. Fróes, & F. Carneiro (Eds.), Drogas e cultura: Novas perspectivas [Drugs and culture: New perspectives] (pp. 407–428). EDUFBA.

Marder, M. (2013). Plant-thinking: A philosophy of vegetal life. Columbia University Press.

Olvera Hernández, N. (2019). Idolatría, superstición y embriaguez en la Nueva España: “Delitos” con el peyote y otras hierbas [Idolatry, superstition and drunkenness in New Spain: “Crimes” with peyote and other herbs]. In D. Sierra Carrillo (Ed.), Problemas del pasado americano: Colonización y religiosidad [Problems of the American past: Colonization and religiosity] (pp. 179–202). Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia.

Pérez, R. (2016). Tolerancia y prohibición. Aproximaciones a la historia social y cultural de las drogas en México, 1840–1940 [Tolerance and prohibition: Approaches to the social and cultural history of drugs in Mexico, 1840–1940]. Debate.

Richert. L., & Dyck, E., (2020). Psychedelic crossing: American mental health and LSD in the 1970s. Medical Humanities, 46(3), 184–191.

Schievenini, J. D. (2021). A historical approach to the criminalization of marijuana use in Mexico. In L. Richert & J. Mills (Eds.), Cannabis: Global histories. The MIT Press. https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/12102.003.0010 

Schultes, R. E., Hofmann, A., & Ratsch, C. (2001). Plants of the gods: Their sacred healing, and hallucinogenic powers. Healing Arts Press.

Spiers, N., Labate, B. C., Ermakova, A. O., Farrell, P., Sinuhé González Romero, O., Gabriell, I., & Olvera, N. (2024). Indigenous psilocybin practices: An annotated bibliography. Journal of Psychedelic Studies, 8(1), 3–25. https://doi.org/10.1556/2054.2023.00297

Viveiros de Castro, E. (2014). Cannibal metaphysics. Univocal.

Williams, K., Sinuhé González Romero, O., Braunstein, M. & Brant, S. (2022). Indigenous philosophies and the “psychedelic renaissance.” Anthropology of Consciousness, 33(2), 506–527. https://doi.org/10.1111/anoc.12161 






Part 1

History




[image: c01g001.tif]






1

Ritual and Traditional Uses of Marijuana in Mexico

A Historical Review1



Nidia A. Olvera Hernández and José Domingo Schievenini

Introduction

Little is known about the transformations in the names and applications given to the botanical genus Cannabis over the almost five centuries of its presence in Mexico. In this chapter, we explore some of the uses of this plant, as well as the most significant changes undergone by these uses and how these influenced the names given to the plant. This exploration is framed by the pronounced shift that the botanical genus underwent from industrial cultivation (sixteenth and seventeenth centuries) to its adoption as a psychoactive drug (nineteenth century). In this transitional period, one can observe how the genus formed part of distinct cultural practices, as well as how these uses were related to certain changes in how the genus was named—modifications that may lead to some confusion due to the low number of primary sources available and the scarcity of information revealed from the same. A review of the main literature on the history of drugs in Mexico,2 combined with historical testimonies, shows that no definitive conclusion can be reached concerning the different denominations applied to the Cannabis genus in Mexico over historical time, especially regarding the terms used by Indigenous peoples for the plant.

In the first section of this chapter, we examine the earliest records of cannabis in what is now Mexican territory and document the failed attempts to industrialize its cultivation as hemp. In the second section, we describe how this plant spread among the herbological practices of the region’s Indigenous populations and discuss what denominations may have been given to the plant by them. In the third section, we highlight the documentary value of José Antonio Alzate’s testimony as a foundational historiographic source allowing us to affirm the relationship between cannabis and pipiltzintzintli. In the fourth and final section, we explore the emergence of the term marihuana (marijuana) and the scientific discussions surrounding this plant.

I. The Arrival of Hemp in the Americas and the Promotion of Its Industrial Uses

The botanical genus Cannabis arrived in present-day Mexico with the Europeans. Although not definitively confirmed, the colonizer Pedro Cuadrado has been identified as the first person to grow hemp in New Spain during the first half of the sixteenth century. According to Francisco de Asís, it was this conquistador, a native of Seville, who “sowed and shipped hemp, and he was the first to do so; . . . which is why it is now present here on the land” (Icaza, 1923, p. 114). Cultivation of the plant was then widely promoted in New Spain with the aim of using the fiber obtained from the stalk to manufacture textiles and cordage.

Studies investigating the history of cannabis in Mexico agree that the cultivation of the plant was fairly unsuccessful, despite the endeavors made by the Spanish Crown for the crop to prosper in New Spain. Several factors prevented its cultivation from flourishing over the three centuries in which the hemp industry was supported and promoted for industrial purposes. Some researchers argue that human, technical, political-administrative, and economic factors all hindered the project (Serrera, 1974, pp. 191, 263–265), while others conclude that the failure can be narrowed down to more specific reasons: irrigation problems and soil deficiencies used to grow the crop, agricultural complications in cultivating the plants, a lack of technical expertise in transforming the product into fiber, and a dearth of high-quality seeds (Campos, 2012, pp. 52–56).

Regardless of the reasons hemp did not prosper, though, it is worth noting how, over the three centuries following its arrival, the botanical genus Cannabis spread across the length and breadth of the territory comprising present-day Mexico. Although hemp cultivation could not be scaled up to an industrial level, the many attempts to grow the crop meant that the plant spread to countless geographical locations, allowing the species to adapt to new soils and different, often warm climates, giving rise to phenotypic variants of the Cannabis genus (Campos, 2012, pp. 62–64). In the process, this dispersion enabled social groups in the vicinity of these crops to develop new uses for the plant, convergent with their traditional practices.

As the historiography of the topic shows, during the New Spain era, the botanical genus Cannabis was of little use to those seeking to utilize the fiber of its stalk. However, during this period, it began to emerge as a beneficial plant for those wishing to exploit the pharmacological, medicinal, and psychoactive properties of its flowers, which had developed phenotypic characteristics distinct from the hemp sown in earlier centuries. It is important to emphasize that, unlike the hemp crops, benefitting from the medicinal and psychoactive qualities of the plant’s flowers was not dependent on large extensions of land, technical skills, and tools—nor indeed, support from the Spanish Crown. Instead, what was needed was a general knowledge of herbology, which was one of the main traditional practices of the Indigenous population in this territory.

As an example of this transition, there is a record showing the uses that the Indigenous population began to make of the plant (aside from the hemp crops, which, at that point, were virtually on the brink of collapse). The document is a report by Juan Francisco del Valle to the Viceroy Bucareli, from 1777, where he specifies that, following the decline in production, cultivation of this plant had almost completely vanished, “Save for some shrubs kept by the Indians in some villages of this jurisdiction, which they plant in the patios of their houses, saying that they use them as a remedy” (AGN, 1777).3 This reference tells us how, from the final decades of the eighteenth century, when the plant’s industrial utilization had practically been forgotten, it was the psychoactive and medicinal properties that had become interwoven with the plant’s cultural identity. This transition was manifested by the appropriation of the plant by Indigenous populations. Turning to these cultural practices, in the next section we explore various pieces of evidence and arguments that highlight the Indigenous usages and denominations of cannabis in Mexico, focusing on the importance of pipiltzintzintli, a term that has been a linguistic reference point in the analysis of past traditional uses of cannabis.

II. The Relationship Between Cannabis and Pipiltzintzintli4

The medicinal and psychoactive uses of cannabis appear to have been of no interest to the Spanish during the sixteenth century. However, they spread across New Spain over the following centuries and gradually became incorporated into Indigenous medicine. The historiographic review suggests that in the mid-eighteenth century, the pipiltzintzintli formed part of the therapeutic repertoire of healers and herbalists, who may have used the roots, leaves, flowers, and seeds of various plants—including cannabis. In this scenario, rumors emerged linking the consumption of pipiltzintzintli to visions, divinatory superstitions, and even cases of madness (Campos, 2012, p. 65). These practices were thus scorned by the colonizers, therefore, because of their supposed association with idolatry and superstition.

The majority of the works on the history of marijuana in Mexico claim a direct relationship between Cannabis and pipiltzintzintli. In our view, though, the analysis of the documentary evidence does not allow for any definitive conclusion. In his thesis, “The discourse on hemp on the history of Mexico,” Leopoldo Rivera writes that “pipiltzintzintles or pipiltzintzintlis . . . is the generic name used by the Indigenous people to designate hemp—and other plants—in rituals where it was consumed for its psychoactive effects” (2013, p. 52), which is supported by the author using the testimony of José Antonio Alzate. Armando Velásquez (2011, p. 34), for his part, in a passage from his book Historia de la mariguana en México, briefly explores how the pipiltzintzintlis started to appear in the archives of the Holy Office of the Inquisition toward the end of the seventeenth century, with this denomination not yet being linked to cannabis. The author remarks that it would take almost one hundred years for the Mexican polymath Alzate to discover that the pipiltzintzintlis were in reality hemp plants. (2011, p. 34). Likewise, Isaac Campos, whose book Home Grown: Marijuana and the Origins of Mexico’s War on Drugs provides the most incisive analysis of the history of marijuana in Mexico, also implies a direct connection between the leaves and seeds of Cannabis and the pipiltzintzintlis (2012, pp. 56–65). Along the same lines, Laura Dierksmeier (2020), in an article focused on the relationship between Alzate and the pipiltzintzintlis, also takes for granted the relationship between this term and the cannabis plant. For our part, we have already contributed some elements to the discussion on the relationship between cannabis and pipiltzintzintli (Olvera-Hernández & Schievenini-Stefanoni, 2017). This critical perspective is backed by Martin Nesvig (2022, pp. 153–154), who argues that the name pipiltzintzintli remains something of an enigma and could well refer to Salvia divinorum.

The Spanish knew about the existence of hallucinogens, especially those used by the so-called witches of the Middle Ages. Still, they remained astounded by the considerable number of psychoactives known to the Indigenous populations of the Americas. Among these, the species that most attracted the attention of the Spanish authorities—including the Inquisition—were the diverse varieties of mushrooms containing psilocybin, called teonanancatl, as well as peyote (Lophophora williamsii), ololiuhqui (Rivea corymbosa), and pipiltzintzintli (which has not yet been taxonomically identified).

In exploring this topic, some complicating factors need to be considered before determining the identity of the pipiltzintzintlis and their relation to hemp. The first of these emerges when we compare the Linnaean binomial nomenclature to Indigenous classificatory systems. The historian Francisco del Paso y Troncoso pointed out that the Amerindian taxonomy contains various similarities to the Linnaean system. Understanding the Indigenous nomenclature, however, poses some difficulties related both to the Nahuatl etymology and to the fact that in many cases the names used in the Indigenous language do not refer to the specific plant but to sets of plants (Paso y Troncoso, 1975, pp. 200–205). Plants that are classified as distinct species and even as members of different botanical families under the Linnaean taxonomy may, in the Nahuatl nomenclature, possess the same name. Conversely, the same species may have several names, depending on its uses, or which part of the plant is involved. On this point, Mercedes de la Garza notes that “the Indigenous peoples seem to refer more to groups of plants, with formal affinities or in terms effects, rather than to one species in particular” (1990, p. 68). To cite one example, the anthropologist Gonzalo Aguirre Beltrán explains that the synonym particular to ololiuhqui, which in Nahuatl signifies “round and curved thing,” refers only to the seed of the plant, since by concentrating the active substance, this is considered the most important part (1992, p. 27). Similarly, José Luis Díaz observed that even the name peyote is not exclusive to the genus Lophophora but was used to refer to phylogenetically very different plants, which is why he hypothesizes a polysemantic use in Nahuatl terminology since the pre-Hispanic era. Díaz also raises the possibility that this absence of specificity may have resulted from the repression of psychoactive practices by the Iberian colonizers (1975, p. 190). This is why we believe that, although it is impossible to be sure to which species the term pipiltzintzintli refers, it is necessary to investigate its different analogies and its relation to cannabis.

The second fundamental consideration regarding the identification of the pipiltzintzintli derives from the relationship between these plants and the plant called ololiuhqui, which appears in various proceedings of the Holy Office of the Inquisition associated with medical and “idolatrous” practices. In 1635, for example, María de Cárdenas, from the town of Guatzindeo village, was accused of drinking olullic twice to learn about her relationship with a man and to divine with which woman he had been (AGN, 1635).5 Something similar occurred with pipiltzintzintli, which, as can be observed in the Inquisitorial records, was sold by the Indigenous population for “amorous” purposes. (AGN, w/d).6 Furthermore, the New Spanish priest Hernando Ruiz de Alarcón listed various plants to which prophecy was attributed, including ololiuhqui. Some Indigenous people feared the plant, while others venerated it, using it as an oracle to discover the source of illnesses, find lost objects, or even search for people who had gone missing (Ruíz, 1988, p. 45). Aguirre Beltrán observes that the Inquisitorial accounts show similarities in terms of the action, forms of use, and area in which pipiltzintzintli and ololiuhqui were employed (1992, p. 133). For his part, the New York banker and mycophile Gordon Wasson, who in the mid-twentieth century disseminated the properties of hallucinogenic mushrooms in the West, stated: “I consider pipiltzintzintli, the divinatory plant of Mexico before Conquest, to be identical to the Salvia divinorum invoked today by the Mazateco peoples in their religious supplications” (1996, p. 119). Likewise, José Luis Díaz (1975) pointed out that the word pipiltzintzintli may have been used as a synonym for three plants with similar effects: ololiuhqui, Salvia divinorum, and cannabis (p. 75).

One can see that none of these references to ololiuhqui conflicts with the effects and characteristics attributed to pipiltzintzintli in the sources. Given their hallucinogenic effects, there are reasons not to discard this relation. However, it is impossible to assert that either of the two denominations corresponds exclusively to cannabis. The primary references tell us that both pipiltzintzintli and ololiuhqui contained seeds. However, cannabis seeds do not possess psychoactive properties; only nutritional or medicinal qualities derived from their protein-rich oils (Russo & Grotengermen, 2002, pp. 411–413). Concerning these properties, if cannabis was indeed used in the preparation of pipiltzintzintli, we believe that its flowering tops may also have been included, given that the main psychoactive substance of the cannabis species (tetrahydrocannabinol) is primarily concentrated in the flowers (De la Fuente, 2015, p. 24).

As a third consideration, we highlight the fact that the focus of Inquisitorial prohibitions on traditional practices with natural psychoactives clearly led to these practices becoming occult. In this surreptitious context, the names of various plants faded to such an extent that it is now difficult to encounter a diverse body of sources in which they are openly mentioned. The primary references tend to come from the archives of the Holy Office of the Inquisition, where we find a large number of proceedings and references to the uses of peyote, mushrooms, Datura, tobacco, and a few about pipiltzintzintli. From the end of the sixteenth century and the promulgation of the General Edict of Faith, a ban was placed on the use of “herbal and root beverages, such as those called Peyote, Yerba de Santa María, or any other name by which they are sold, and which dull the senses and [cause] illusions” (AGN, 1571).7

Searching among the archives of the Inquisition, we did not encounter any edict explicitly prohibiting pipiltzintzintli, hemp, cannabis, or marijuana in the seventeenth century. However, there is a reference from 1692, of a parish priest in a province in Nicaragua, in which he replies to the Inquisition, confirming that he “received four edicts ordering a ban on the use, purchase, and sale of peyote, pipilcincintli, and some little worms that the Indians sell for amorous purposes.” These orders were to be posted on church doors (AGN, 1692).8 From this testimony, we can assume that an edict prohibiting pipiltzintzintli had already been published at some point in the second half of the seventeenth century. We can also hypothesize that, based on the historiography on the topic, a factual possibility exists that these pipiltzintzintli contained some component of cannabis.

After this mention of the edicts received by the parish priest in Nicaragua in 1692, the first report we located among these archives relating to pipiltzintzintli dates from 1696. This is a file entitled “Prosecution of Juan Salazar, a mestizo, for having taken the herb called pipitcintli.” There are also files from later years entitled “Proceedings relating to the herb pipizizintli and others that were sown in Tepepan village by some Indians” and “The Fiscal Inquisitor versus a mulata called María, for using the herb pipilchinchintle and others” (Velázquez, 2011, p. 34).

Decades later, in 1769, an “Edict to banish idolatries, superstitions, and abuses by the Indians” was issued by Archbishop Francisco Antonio de Lorenzana, ordering the punishment of those who committed any crime against the Holy Catholic faith. These included “superstitious cures making use of means inconducive for healing; abusing the pipiltzintzintles, peyote, hummingbirds, or roses, or other herbs or animals.”9 Two years later, the use of this plant was added to the list presented to the IV Mexican Provincial Council as one of the abuses perpetrated by the Indigenous population. Number 21 on this list stated: “When they lose something, they drink pipiltzintles, which are wild seeds, to divine who stole it.”10

From this historical analysis, it is still not possible to define what pipiltzintzintli precisely was. Nor is it possible to assert that the evidence cited in this chapter alludes specifically to the cannabis plant. It is probable, however, that due to the cultural appropriation of this botanical species among the ritual uses made by the Indigenous population, it was already beginning to be perceived negatively by distinct strata of New Spain’s class-based and racially stratified society and may have been included in the Inquisitorial prohibitions without being specifically called hemp, cannabis, or marijuana—three names that correspond to distinct historical contexts: “hemp,” relating to its industrial uses in earlier centuries; “cannabis,” linked to the European scientific jargon that merely outlined this taxonomic category; and “marijuana,” with the traditional practices of populations who used this term for the plant in the mid-nineteenth century.

III. The Pipiltzintzintli and Hemp According to José Antonio Alzate

No documentary evidence exists that, well into the eighteenth century and even after the promulgation of the 1769 edict, the Holy Inquisition and other New Spanish authorities related the already-banned pipiltzintzintli to cannabis, hemp, or marijuana. It is not until the writings of José Antonio Alzate that this connection between the “revered children” and the plant taxonomically denominated Cannabis becomes discernible.

José Alzate was a New Spanish theologist and priest who in 1772 published his work, Asuntos varios sobre ciencias y artes. In this text appears a “Memoir on the use that the Indians make of the pipiltzintzintlis.” Discussing the supposed paganism and superstition that these plants provoked among the Indigenous population, Alzate argues that, among the psychoactive species restricted by the tribunal of the Holy Office, the pipiltzintzintlis should be vigorously banned, applauding the edict of 1769:

The superstition of the Indians in the use of the pipiltzintzintlis is limited to consuming certain seeds, believing that by their means they hallucinate and have a thousand raptures, in which the most recondite things become manifest to them, with other peculiarities arising according to their personal ignorance and malice. The effects produced are alarming: some manifest a ridiculous joy, others remain in a stupor for some time, others, and this is the most common, vividly represent someone furious, and all these effects are believed by many to be achieved through the mediation of the devil. (Alzate, 1985, pp. 55–56)

Alzate discusses how “the hemp seed [was used] due to its virtue in medical uses,” since he presumed it was employed without consideration of “the abuses by the Indians.” On this point, he pondered: “What portions of this seed must have been consumed in the Royal Hospital of this court, ordered by the doctors responsible for curing the multitude of Indians who are annually attended in this hospital with the healthiest intentions, with regard to the doctors, and spiritual harm of the Indians?” (1985, p. 61). Amid these reflections, and leaving aside the moral conjectures they contain, Alzate’s testimony consists of two distinct, direct contacts with what he believed to be pipiltzintzintlis. Concerning his first experience, he remarks:

What are pipiltzintzintlis? What is their natural or preternatural effect? I can answer the former from experience: some ten years ago, happenstance provided me with the opportunity to test my doubts; I managed to obtain a small quantity of so-called pipiltzintzintlis, composed of a mixture of seeds and dry herbs; I immediately recognized them to be nothing other than hemp leaves and seeds; a realization that struck me on the instant since I had seen the hemp plant before in a garden. . . . [T]o be completely sure, I sowed the seeds as carefully as possible and successfully grew some hemp plants, just the same as those in Europe, those that the Indians identify as pipiltzintzintlis; the plants had to be uprooted as they tried to take over everything. (Alzate, 1985, p. 56)

Alzate had knowledge of botany, so it is unlikely that his observations were mistaken. However, the weak point in this testimony lies in the quality of the samples of seeds he received, analyzed, and sowed. He may have asked for pipiltzintzintlis and, by mistake, carelessness, or ignorance, may have been given another type of herb instead. The person from whom he obtained the sample may not have accurately understood Alzate’s request, especially if they were someone Indigenous: We can assume that pronouncing the word pipiltzintzintli in phonetically correct Nahuatl would not have been easy for a Spanish speaker and could be liable to misinterpretation. But even presuming his pronunciation was correct, the person providing pipiltzintzintli may have given him any seed or herb as a simple precaution—some kind, for example, that was not banned or subject to persecution, such as cáñamo, “hemp,” which, as we observed at the start, was openly promoted by the Spanish Crown for economic purposes. Concerning his second direct contact with pipiltzintzintli, Alzate remarks that, while residing in what is today the state of Sonora, they proposed to cultivate hemp to produce the fiber needed to manufacture ship rigging. He was asked to find out where to obtain “hemp” seeds, so he sent an herbalist: 

The biggest difficulty was obtaining the seed; he turned to me and I advised him, as I had already learnt from my own past experience, that it was a very easy matter since some could be found among the town’s arbolarías (as we call the Indian women who sell herbs and other medicines in the market; they do in part what the pharmacists do in Europe): Happily, my conjecture proved correct because a fair number of bushels were found at a reasonable price. (Alzate, 1985, p. 57)

In this second part of his testimony, Alzate does not state at any moment that he had requested pipiltzintzintlis specifically, but rather that he had asked for hemp seeds from the herb seller, meaning that a direct relation between pipiltzintzintli and cannabis is still not established. Furthermore, if what he received were cannabis seeds, these do not possess psychoactive properties and, by extension, there is no obvious reason they would be included in a hallucinogenic concoction. Also, if pipiltzintzintli was consumed as a beverage, it is essential to note that marijuana’s active substance is not water soluble. Hence, any such drink would lack psychoactive properties, less so still if the seeds were used. The tetrahydrocannabinol contained in the flowers of the cannabis plant are liposoluble (Russo & Grotengermen, 2002, p. 412): In other words, for their active substance to be released in a liquid, they need to be boiled in oils or fats (milk, animal fat, butter, and so on). Not a single documentary record exists concerning this practice, save for a quotation that Alzate takes from the French botanist Valmont de Bomare, who recommends boiling hemp seed in milk for coughs and jaundice (Alzate, 1985, p. 61). However, this citation aside, Alzate was clear that the medical use of pipiltzintzintlis and the “abuse of the Indians” derived from the seeds that these mixtures contained.

We have no sure basis, therefore, or direct documented connection, to affirm that the samples analyzed by Alzate indeed corresponded to the material evidence used in Inquisitorial prosecutions of idolatrous or superstitious practices. In delving into how the name of the cannabis plant mutated in what is today Mexican territory, we also lack the necessary data to affirm conclusively that pipiltzintzintli and marijuana were composed of some common material element.

However, it is equally impossible to define with any scientific certainty what pipiltzintzintli was. For this reason, the documentary testimony of the New Spanish theologian remains of great historiographic value and importance—even more so when we observe that following Alzate’s memoirs, the Indigenous denomination that may have been applied to cannabis almost completely vanishes from the records. In fact, it is notable that an entirely different term—marihuana (marijuana)—began to be used in the nineteenth century as the name for the plant, accompanied by the near disappearance of the word pipiltzintzintli, which would only be used by some Indigenous populations to name certain kinds of leguminous plants with psychoactive properties.

Although no relationship between the terms pipiltzintzintli and cannabis was found in the nineteenth-century records, during both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries various medics and botanists recorded the use of the Nahuatl word pipilzintli among diverse Indigenous communities, used to name some plant species from the Fabaceae (legume) family. Specifically, these are legumes rich in psychoactive alkaloids that have been known since pre-Hispanic times and continue to form part of the medical and ritual practices of some Indigenous peoples in Mexico. Among the wide range of leguminous plants growing in the country, at least the genera Cystius, Erythrina, Rhynchosia, Sophora, Canavalia (Díaz, 1975, pp. 81, 182), and Piscidia (Altamirano, 1878, p. 39) contain neurotoxic and hallucinogenic properties. These are the varieties of legumes that may have been related to pipiltzintzintli from the sixteenth century to the present day.11

IV. The Appearance of Marihuana in Mexico

The word marihuana began to be used in Mexico from at least the first half of the nineteenth century. The etymology of this expression remains uncertain, but we can be sure that it represents a contribution of Mexican popular culture to the global terminology of drugs. Given the diffusion of the term among different Indigenous groups, some nineteenth-century scientists even concluded that it was a native plant. Even the first national studies of the Cannabis genus set out to determine whether hemp and marijuana were the same plant.

One of the first examples of the use of the word marihuana is found in the Farmacopea mexicana, published by the Academia Farmacéutica de México in 1846, but which began to be written in 1842 as part of a remarkable effort to map the emergent nation’s botanical heritage. In this work, we can observe that the genus Cannabis, despite not being an endemic species, had already taken root in the complex array of cultural practices found in independent Mexico. In this compendium, the section “Most common elementary medicines” mentions both “Cannabis índica (Rosa María, cáñamo del país, mariguana)” and “Cannabis sativa (cáñamo).” Both species are listed as possessing narcotic properties (Academia Farmacéutica de la Capital de la República, 1846, pp. 48, 63), although this characteristic was specified from a neutral pharmacological viewpoint, not yet with the repressive stigma that would become evident in later decades.

In addition to this neutrality concerning the plant’s effects, several points stand out in the entry on the word marihuana in the Farmacopea mexicana: First, despite its narcotic properties being known, there is no mention that the indica or sativa species were consumed in either smoked or inhaled form; second, the pharmacopoeia uses different names to refer to the plant (Rosa María, cáñamo del país, mariguana, Cannabis indica, Cannabis sativa), which suggests that these denominations come from diverse sources—whether written (not yet located) or direct contacts with herbalists, healers, or other therapeutic practitioners; third, concerning Cannabis sativa, the text specifies that its seeds are emulsive, that is to say, its contents (essentially oils) do not dissolve in any liquid. The fact that the pharmacopoeia recognized the emulsive properties of cannabis seeds reinforces the hypothesis that these could have been part of some beverage known at the time, such as pipiltzintzintli, without the psychoactive flowers of cannabis being a necessary ingredient in the drink.

At that time, the stigma against marijuana had yet to pervade Mexican institutions, but it was already starting to appear in the press and among some authorities. One interesting fact in this regard is that the first use of the term marihuana in a Mexican newspaper—which, like the first pharmacopoeia, dates from 1846—mentions that its consumption induces drowsiness, lethargy, and lightheadedness, and emphasizes that the plant (which in the article is called both marihuana and cáñamo [hemp]) had already wreaked havoc in India and should therefore be banned (El Republicano, 5 April 1846). We can see how the Mexican press was already aware of the negative view of cannabis in other parts of the world, and it is unsurprising, therefore, that, following this example, an enormous number of press reports discussed the consumption of marijuana in a negative light. In fact, between 1850 and 1920, as documented by Isaac Campos (2012), almost one hundred percent of the press stories touching on the subject of marijuana linked the substance to madness and violence.

Concerning this point, the oldest record explicitly mentioning the act of smoking cannabis in Mexico dates from 1853. This is found in Lecciones de farmacología, by Leonardo Oliva, where the author observes that the plant’s leaves are smoked to induce intoxication and illusions without the gastric irritations and other negative side effects caused by alcoholic drinks (1853, p. 9). Oliva, who was the director of the Department of Pharmacology at the University of Guadalajara, also specified that, along with lettuce, poppy, and their derivatives, it was a “hyperencephalopoietic” medicine because it acted on the brain (1853, p. 201). The nineteenth-century pharmacologist identified the plant as originating from Persia and claimed that it had probably arrived in the Americas from Asia before European Conquest due to its “Americanized name”: marihuana, which appears to have been disseminated throughout the national territory. Oliva also observed that it was the same plant used in India to make hashish and listed other names by which the species was already known in different regions of the world.

Oliva hinted at the indigenous origin of the majority of the plants contained in the work. As far as cannabis was concerned, though, all the references were derived from foreign authors. The Irish physician William Brooke O’Shaughnessy was cited when mentioning the therapeutic properties of marijuana for the treatment of tetanus, rheumatism, rabies, delirium tremens, and cholera. The work also mentions Anders Sparrman who, at the start of the nineteenth century, had written about the habit of smoking marijuana among the Hottentot (an ethnic group located in southern Africa since the fifth century bc). Additionally, when Oliva describes the physical and “moral” hallucinations provoked by its consumption, he refers to the work Du Hachisch et de l’aliénation mentale, written by the French psychiatrist Jacques Joseph Moreau.

A few years later, in 1859, Crescencio García, at the Faculty of Medicine, also at the University of Guadalajara, published the work Fragmentos para la materia médica mexicana. After undertaking a journey of various years through the Bajío region and analyzing its flora, he documented both the medicinal and recreational uses of the plant. García observes that, under the effects of marijuana, “There is a greater propensity for cheerful ideas, and one of the most constant effects is the provocation of laughter that lasts all the while that the person is under the influence of its action, which sometimes lasts for three to four hours” (quoted in Ochoa, 1980, p. 85). In his words, “smoked habitually and in large amounts, marijuana predisposes the person to apoplexy and numbs the spirit.” Regarding marijuana leaves, he adds that “even smoked in a mixture with tobacco as done by the Arabs and here on the island of Mescala and in Guadalajara prison, they are used to induce a particular kind of intoxication, accompanied by voluptuous sensations in which the person sees what does not exist and judges what has been in a different way.” With regard to its medicinal uses in Mexico, Crescencio García emphasizes the benefits of the plant for pregnant women during complicated deliveries, lessening the “the uterine contractions” and working as a “sedative against the pain,” as well as helping reduce the time period of labor, sometimes by half. Although it is curious that a few years earlier, in 1857, authorization was requested from the Secretariat of Development to “sow, process and manufacture hemp” in which no mention was made of its psychoactive characteristics, highlighting only the knowledge of a new manufacturing technique and the benefits that the hemp industry could provide at the national level (AGN, 1857).12

In 1874, the Mexican Pharmaceutical Society (Sociedad Farmacéutica Mexicana: SFM) published the Nueva farmacopea mexicana. The SFM’s Pharmacopoeia Commission13 was responsible for updating the work and was composed of eminent scientists of the period, including the biologist Alfonso Herrera, assisted by Dr. Lauro María Jiménez, in charge of describing the section on natural products and pharmaceutical preparations (Sociedad Farmacéutica Mexicana, 1874, p. 20). In this scientific text, hemp was distinguished from marijuana. The former was botanically identified as Cannabis sativa and the work states that an emulsion obtained from its seeds was commonly used as an emollient in mucosal inflammations (1874, pp. 72–73). Marijuana, for its part, is identified as Cannabis índica. Attributed with narcotic properties, its active principle is specified as “cannabin.” The text also states that it was growing in the mountains of Tlalpan and other parts of the country (1874, p. 154).

Alfonso Herrera’s contributions determined that the plant would be exhibited as the pride of national herbal medicines at the Philadelphia International Exhibition in 1876, in particular after its inclusion in a catalogue of indigenous drugs presented to the Mexican Natural History Society (Sociedad Mexicana de Historia Natural, 1876).14 This catalogue included the following reference: “Cannabis Indica, L. Mariguana. It grows in the temperate regions of the Republic. This plant is well known for its physiological properties. In Mexico, its use is limited to known applications. Price per kilo: 50 cents” (Sociedad Mexicana de Historia Natural, 1876). We do not know exactly what Dr. Herrera meant here by the expressions “known applications” or “well known for its physiological properties.” However, we can infer that he was referring both to its traditional Indigenous uses and those known to medical science and that he was doing so without the stigma attached to cannabis’s narcotic properties. Moreover, based on other articles published by the Mexican Natural History Society, an entity to which Dr. Herrera belonged, he may also have been referring to the textile uses of the cannabis plant: The La Naturaleza: Periódico científico de la Sociedad Mexicana de Historia Natural—a journal published by the society in question—in its 1880–1881 volume, contained an “expert opinion [dictamen] seeking to determine the nature of hemp fiber,” a plant that in this article is named as Cannabis sativa and to which no problematic or dangerous characteristic is attributed (Sociedad Mexicana de Historia Natural, 1880–1881).

Another pioneering study in Mexico related to cannabis was the thesis written by the medical student Genaro Pérez in 1886. In this work, Pérez concluded that the plant had diverse therapeutic applications, although it could cause “hallucinations and . . . the sensation of rising through the air.” Also, due to its ample diffusion in the national territory, he added that “it is a plant native to Mexico” (Pérez, 1886, pp. 46–48). In his study, Pérez also signaled various medical applications of marijuana; for example, he mentioned that “among some populations of the Republic, it is very common to use an horchata [beverage] made from the seeds to treat gonorrhea”; he also alluded to the herb’s therapeutic action in the treatment of the hallucinations experienced by mental health patients, upset stomachs, headaches, and asthma; its seeds could be used for urinary tract irritations, its oil for galactorrhea and hemorrhoids, and an extract of “cannabin” for neurosis and mental derangement.

Dr. Pérez collected data at the San Hipólito and military hospitals by interviewing various soldiers who had consumed the herb for several years. In addition, the physician gave them up to seven cannabis cigarettes, which the marijuana users happily accepted, while the doctor observed and recorded the effects. After his observations, Pérez noted that marijuana consumption could produce a real disease, which he called “lipemania [melancholy] due to marijuana abuse.” Likewise, the physician wrote his thesis intending to ascertain whether “marijuana smoking can lead someone to commit a crime and whether the marihuano (as someone who habitually smokes this plant is commonly called) should be considered responsible or not for the actions he commits, especially in relation to criminal matters” (Pérez, 1886, p. 46). He concluded that although marijuana smoke could lead someone to commit crimes—due to the lack of self-control it induces—not everyone who smoked the herb was free of criminal responsibility and in-depth expert assessments were necessary for each individual case.

Genaro Pérez also noted that the marijuana plant was abundant in Mexico and that, given the serious harm it caused, more repressive measures were needed, similar to those already implemented in Oaxaca in 1882. On this point, Pérez mentioned that after various incidents recorded in the military barracks—such as desertion, subordination, and assaults on superiors, considered by the same officers as an effect of marijuana use—the facility’s directorate had to order the destruction of the plants, restrictions on its sale in drugstores and apothecaries, and a ban on its use in the barracks (Pérez, 1886, p. 60).

Sometime later, the pharmacist Juan Manuel Noriega, in his Curso de Historia de Drogas (1902), observed that, despite the difficulties in obtaining authentic specimens, the plant was successfully used as an antispasmodic and a stimulant of the nervous system. According to his work, the most common preparations made with cannabis derivatives were tinctures, an alcoholic extract, hashishin or Smith’s dark cannabin, a green resin tincture or green cannabin, “an oily extract obtained by dissolving green cannabin in butter
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