
Sustainability and Entheobotany

Presentation by Michael Magelli



What is sustainability?

• The sustainable agriculture movement identifies three 
areas of concern that must be addressed by our 
agricultural system. These three areas are 
economics, environment, and social structure. In 
other words, a sustainable agriculture must provide a other words, a sustainable agriculture must provide a 
fair and reasonably secure living for families; it should 
benefit rather than harm the natural environment and 
must at least maintain basic natural resources such 
as healthy soil, clean water, and clean air; and it 
should support viable rural communities and fair 
treatment of all involved in the system, from workers 
to consumers.



Entheobotany

• The study of nature and its bountiful gifts of diverse 
natural psycho-active plants that make us divine, 
which have been used throughout the eons of time to 
"Inspire, Delight, Heal and Enlighten" humankind..."Inspire, Delight, Heal and Enlighten" humankind...



Sustainability and Entheobotany

• Entheogenic plants were usually non-
cultivated.  They grew natively

• Low input
• Harvested desired amount• Harvested desired amount
• High respect for plants and nature
• Nature was home to primitive peoples.  

Nature was not an object for 
exploitation.



Importance of Plants
• The earliest forms of life were plants

• Fossils have recently been discovered dating back 3.2 billion years.

• These early plants provided the foundation for the development of all 
later forms of plants and indeed of animals, including that most recent of 
creatures, the human beingcreatures, the human being

• Chlorophyll-bearing plants absorb solar rays and synthesize organic 
compounds, the building materials for both plant and animal organisms.  
In vegetable matter, solar energy is stored in the form of chemical 
energy, source of all life processes.

• Thus, the Plant Kingdom provides not only body building foods and 
calories but also vitamins essential for metabolic regulation.  Plants also 
yield active principles employed as medicines.  



• In the traditions of every culture, plants 
have been highly valued for their 
nourishing, healing, and transformative 
properties. The most powerful of those properties. The most powerful of those 
plants, which are known to transport the 
human mind into other dimensions of 
consciousness, have always been 
regarded as sacred.



Hallucinogens and Primitive 
Society
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Statue of Xochipilli, the Aztec "Prince of Flowers." unearthed in Tlalmanalco on the 
slopes of the volcano Popocatepetl and now on display in the Museo Nacional in 
Mexico City. Labels indicate probable botanical interpretations of stylized glyphs.



Use in Modern Western World
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Chemical Composition
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Marijuana molecule



HOW HALLUCINOGENS ARE TAKEN
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Snuffing
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Smoking



OLD WORLD 
HALLUCINOGENS
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Native Vegetation
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Old World Entheogens



Fly Agaric



• Amanita muscaria may be one of man's oldest hallucinogens. It has 
been suggested that perhaps its strange effects contributed to man's 
early ideas of deity. 
Fly agaric mushrooms grow in the north temperate regions of both 
hemispheres. 

• The Eurasian type has a beautiful deep orange to blood-red cap 
flecked with white scales. 

• The cap of the usual North American type varies from cream to an 
orange-yellow. orange-yellow. 

• There are also chemical differences between the two, 
• New World type is devoid of the strongly hallucinogenic effects of its 

Old World counterpart. Amanita muscaria typically occurs in 
association with birches.
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• is one of the oldest cultivated plants. 
• It is also one of the most widely spread weeds, having escaped cultivation, 

appearing as an adventitious plant everywhere, except in the polar regions and 
the wet, forested tropics. 

• Cannabis is the source of hemp fiber, an edible fruit, an industrial oil, a 
medicine, and a narcotic. Despite its great age and its economic importance, the 
plant is still poorly understood, characterized more by what we do not know 
about it than by what we know.

• Cannabis is a rank, weedy annual that is extremely variable and may attain a 
height of 18 feet. Flourishing best in disturbed, nitrogen-rich soils near human 

Cannabis

height of 18 feet. Flourishing best in disturbed, nitrogen-rich soils near human 
habitations, it has been called a "camp follower," going with man into new areas.

• It is normally dioecious—that is, the male and female parts are on different 
plants.

• The male or staminate plant is usually weaker than the female or pistillate plant. 
Pistillate flowers grow in the leaf axils. The intoxicating constituents are normally 
concentrated in a resin in the developing female flowers and adjacent leaves 
and stems.







Syrian Rue



� �	�
������ (Peganum harmala) grows from the Mediterranean to 
northern India, Mongolia, and Manchuria. Everywhere it has many uses 
in folk medicine. Its seeds have been employed as a spice, and its 
fruits are the source of a red dye and an oil. 

• The seeds possess known hallucinogenic alkaloids, especially harmine 
and harmaline. The esteem in which the peoples of Asia hold the plant 
is so extraordinary that it might indicate a former religious use as an 
hallucinogen, but the purposeful use of the plant to induce visions has 
not yet been established through the literature or field work.

• The caltrop family, Zygophyllaceae, to which Syrian rue belongs, • The caltrop family, Zygophyllaceae, to which Syrian rue belongs, 
comprises about two dozen genera native to dry parts of the tropics 
and subtropics of both hemispheres.



Belladonna



Witches?



Mandrake

� �������� (Mandragora officinarum), an hallucinogen with a fantastic history, has long 
been known and feared for its toxicity. Its complex history as a magic hypnotic in the folklore 
of Europe cannot be equaled by any species anywhere. Mandrake was a panacea. Its folk 
uses in medieval Europe were inextricably bound up with the "Doctrine of Signatures," an 
old theory holding that the appearance of an object indicates its special properties. The root 
of mandrake was likened to the form of a man or woman; hence its magic. If a mandrake 
were pulled from the earth, according to superstition, its unearthly shrieks could drive its were pulled from the earth, according to superstition, its unearthly shrieks could drive its 
collector mad. In many regions, the people claimed strong aphrodisiac properties for 
mandrake. The superstitious hold of this plant in Europe persisted for centuries.



Woodcuts from Hortus sanitatis, 1st edition Mayence, 
1485 



Mandrake



Datura



Datura

• Mentioned as a hallucinogenic plant in early 
Sanskrit and Chinese writings.

• Employed today especially in India, • Employed today especially in India, 
Pakistan, and Afghanistan.



Ibogaine



Ibogaine

• In Gabon and the Congo, the cult surrounding Iboga provides the 
natives with the strongest single force against the missionary spread of 
Christianity and Islam in this region (Ratsch)

• Iboga is known to be used as a hallucinogen in magico-religious 
context, especially the Bwiti cult, and serves to seek information from context, especially the Bwiti cult, and serves to seek information from 
ancestors and the spirit world, hence “a coming to terms with death.”

• Intoxication is practiced in the initiation ceremonies.
• The drug also has the reputation of a powerful stimulant and 

aphrodisiac



New World Hallucinogens



Mushrooms



Puffballs



The use of hallucinogenic mushrooms, which dates back several 
thousand years, centers in the mountains of southern Mexico. 
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Typical icons associated with mushroom cults
dating back 3,000 years in Guatemala.
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Importance?

• Almost all antibiotics in wide use are 
derived from fungi.

• They are also employed in the • They are also employed in the 
pharmaceutical industry in the synthesis of 
steroids and other medicines.



Ayahuasca

• Rocio Alarcón, one of the very few female entheobotanists, studies the use of 
entheogens in South America. She found that a potent psychedelic drink called 
Ayahuasca – which contains Dimethyltryptamine (DMT) and is prepared from 
the Banisteriopsis Caapi vine and the leaves of Psychotria Viridis – also has 
medicinal benefits.

"In one area, certain women used it for skin infection," said Alarcón, "but didn't 
know it was Ayahuasca." She also found that tribeswomen used Ayahuasca for 
purging the body by inducing vomiting and diarrhea, to reduce headaches as a 
poultice, and to remove parasites. The male Shamans also used Ayahuasca for 
healing the sick, by drinking it and then letting the spirit of the brew lead them to 
exactly the right medicinal plants for the person they were working on.



Ayahuasca
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Waika round house in clearing in Amazon forest
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THE PEYOTE RITUAL
• as practiced by Indians in the United States varies 

somewhat from tribe to tribe. A typical Plains Indian 
ceremony takes place weekly in an all-night meeting 
in a teepee. Worshipers sit in a circle around a half-
moon altar of sand on which a large specimen called 
a "Father Peyote" is set and at which a sacred fire 
burns. The ashes are shaped into the form of a burns. The ashes are shaped into the form of a 
thunderbird. The ceremony, led by a "roadman,'' 
consists of chanting accompanied by rattle and drum, 
alternating with prayers, lessons, testimonies, and 
occasionally a curing ritual. At night dried peyote tops 
(mescal buttons) are moistened and swallowed—from 
4 to 30 or more. The ritual ends with breakfast at 
down when the teepee is hauled down.



Huichol Indian art indicating the importance of peyote 
in a trinity involving man and the maize plant. 



Indian painting of Peyote "roadman"—leader of the 
Peyote ceremony.
(Original painting is by Stephen Mopope, Kickapoo 
Indian artist;
in collection of Harvard Botanical Museum.)
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