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Entheogens

CAI{L A. P. R UCK,* JEI{EMY BICWOOD,t DAN NY STAPLES:

JO NATIIAN O'rrt & !{. C;OI{DON W ASSONt

All languages lP'o W tog et her with the peoples wh o

spea k t he m, borro win g o r inventing terms to ke ep pa ce

with wh at is new and re t ir ing o t hers whe n th ey arc no

lon gcr need ed . When th e re cent surg e of rccrca ti on al usc

of so-ca lled " ha lluc inogen ic" or " psyc he de lic" drugs

firs t ca me to popular attentio n in t he ea rly 19 60 s, it was

co mmo nly vie wed wit h sus picio n and assoc ia ted wi th

t he beh avior o f devi ant or revolution ar y gro ups . Ap art

fro m th e slang of t he variou s subc u lt ures , th er e was no

ade qua te ter m ino logy for thi s class o f dru gs. Word s wer e

manufactured, and in th ei r making t hcv bct r.i vcd the

inco mprch cn sio n o r prejudice of the ti mes.

Out of th e man y words pr op osed to desc ribe this

uniq ue class of dru gs o nly a few have survi ved in curre nt

usagc. It is the co nrcnt ion of th e a utho rs wh o have

su bscr ibe d th eir names to thi s arti cle tha t non e o f th ese

terms rea lly deserv e greater lon gevit y , if o ur lan gu age is

no t to per pet ua t e t he misu nd er st and ings o f the past.

We co m mo nly refer , for example, to th e a lterat io n

of se nsory per cept io ns as "hallu cin ati on" a nd hen ce a

dru g t hat effec te d su ch a chan ge becam e kn own as a n

" ha llucino ge n." l Th e ver b " ha lluc ina te ," how ever ,

immedi at ely im poses a valu e judgment upo n t he natu re

of t he altere d per ceptions, for it mean s " to be deceived

or enterta in fal se no t io ns." It co mes from th e Latin

(b ).rl(l)ucillar i , "to wander men tall y or talk non

sens ica lly," a nd is sy no ny mo us wit h ver bs meaning to be
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deli ri ou s or insan e . It a ppea rs, moreover, to have been

borrowed fr om th e Greek , where it is rel a ted to a gro u p

of wor ds that impl y res t less movement a nd perplexed

cxcit c mc nt , such as th at ca use d by grief a nd despai r.

1I0w ca n suc h a term allo w o ne to discu ss with o u t b ias

those tra nscende n t a nd beatifi c st at es of co m m u nio n

with deit y th at numer ous peoples bel ieve th ey o r their

sha ma ns attai n t hro ug h th e ingesti on of wh at wc now

ca ll " ha lluc ino gens? "

Th e ot he r te rms are no less damnin g. Du r ing t he

first deca de after t he d iscover y of LSD , sc ientific

investi gat or s of t hc infl ue nce of these drugs o n th e

men tal pro cesses (most of wh om, it is clear , had no

per son al ex per ien cc of th ei r effe cts) had th e im press io n

th at th ey see me d to a pprox ima te der an ged a nd

psych oti c states . Hen ce the term " psyc ho tomi met ic"

was co ine d for a dru g th at indu ced psych osis.

Psych ol ogy, whi ch is ety mo log ica lly the st udy of the

"soul, " has un t il recen tl y co ncer ne d it self o nly with

men tal illn ess a nd a ber ra nt beh avio r , and all of t he ter ms

for me d fr om th e psycho - ro ot suffe r fro m t h is

co nnotat io n of sic k ness: psych otic, fo r exa m ple, ca nnot

mean "so u lfu l." Osmond a tte m pte d to a vo id th ese

a dve rse associat ions whe n he coi ne d " psyc he de lic ," 2 th e

o nly word in English th at em ploys th e a no ma lo us root

psy che- instca d of psy cbo -, in hop es t ha t t his term , as

dis ti nct fro m " psyc hoto mimet ic ," might ind ica te so me

thing th at " revea ls th e so u l." l lo wevcr, no t o nly is

" psychedel ic" a n inc or rect verba l for matio n , bu t it has

becom e so inves te d with co n no ta t io ns of th e pop- cul ture

of th e 19 60 s th at it is in con gru ou s to spcak of a
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sha rna n 's t ak ing a " psychedelic" drug . It is pro bab le ,

moreove r , t ha t even it s a no ma lo u s form a tion cannot

isol at e it from confusi o n with t he p sy cb o - wo rd s, so th a t

it su ff ers from t he sa me pr o b le m as " ps ycho tro pic ,"

w hich t e nds to mean so mc t h ing t hat " t u r ns o ne to ward

psy ch o t ic s ta tes" in stead o f mere ly toward a n a lte re d

mc n t a lit v .

We , t lu -rc fo rc , pro pose a new ter m th a t would be

a p pro p r ia te for descr ib in g s ta tes o f sha ma n ic a nd

ecs ta ti c possessio n in du ced b y in ges tio n of mi nd-a lt e rin g

dru gs. In C;reek the wo rd /'III III'oS m ea ns li t e ra lly "god

(tl> l'os ) w ithin ," an d wa s used to d escri be the condi ti o n

t ha t fo llo ws wh en one is in sp ired a nd p ossessed b y t he

go d that has cnt e rv d o nc' s bod y . It wa s a p p lie d to

p rophe t ic sc iz u rcs , er o t ic pa ss io n a n d a rti st ic crca t ion , as

well as to t ho se reli g io us r it es in wh ich m y sti cal st a tes

wrrc e x peri e nced t hro ug h t h e ing es tion of su bs tances

t hat \\'(' IT tr ansu hs t ant ial wi t h t h e d e it y . In co rn b ina t io n

w it h the C reek roo t gC II - , wh ich denotes t h e ac t io n of

" heco m ing ," t h is wo rd resu lt s in t he t crr n t hat w« are

p ropo sing : /' IJl ll('og, 'II . Our wo rd s i ts easi ly o n t he

to ng ue a n d see ms q u ite n a tu ra l in Eng lish . We co u ld

speak of ('III I'cog/ 'IIS or, in a n a dj ect iva l form, o f

/'I Jl b/ 'Ogl 'lI i/ ' pl an t s o r su bs ta n ccs . In a st r ict se nse , o nl y

th o se vis ion -pro ducing dru gs t ha t can he sh o w n t o hav e

fig ur e d III s h.rma n ic or reli g iou s ri tes w o u ld he

de sign a t e d e nt hcoge ns, hut in a lo o ser se nse , t he t erm

co u ld also he a p pli cd to o t her drugs, h o t h n a tura l a n d

art ificia l, that in du ce a ltera t io n s of co nsciousness s imila r

to t hose do cu m cn tc d for r it u al inge st io n of t ra d itio na l

e n t he('ge ns .
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ENTH EOGENS

;\i O TES

I . " Ha llu c ino gcn " a n d " ha llu cinogenic" were f irst

u sed in pr int by Dona ld j o h nso n , a n English ph y sic ia n,

111 a pam ph le t c nt it lcd Tb c II.l // /l c i ll ogc Jli c Drugs

(C h rist o p he r .I oh n so n , I.o nd o n , 19 5 3 ). .I o h nso n , how

ever, borrowed t he te r m from t hr ee A m er ican

p hy si c ians , A b ra m I Io ffcr , l Iu mphrv O smond a n d J oh n

Srnyt h ics , who did not usc it in p rin t unt il the follo wi ng

vcar.

2 . In a letter to l lu m p hr y O smond dated 30 Marc h

19 5 6 , Al dou s l lu x lcy pro po sed t h at m escal in e be call ed

a " pha nc rot hymc ." Hu x ley pen ne d the s prigh t ly li nes :

T o m a k e t h is triv ia l wo rld su b lime ,

T ake a h a lf a gra m me of ph a nc ro t hy m c .

Osmon d re p lie d with t hc fo llo w ing d itt y :

T o fat ho m I Icl l or soa r a ng el ic,

j u st t ake a pinch of psy ch e d el ic .

Mu c h of t he cr edit m u st go to Ralph i\\ct z ncr a n d

T imothy Le ar y for popul a r iz ing " psyc he d e lic. " In t he

spr ing of 1 9 6 3, t hc pre m ier issue o f l'svcbcdclic tt cuir u:

wa s p ublis he d in Cambridge , l\\assa ch u se t t s , under t he

cd ito rs h ip of Mct z ncr, Osm o nd a nd Leary, a m o ng

o t he rs . Psychedel ic lt ro ieio is now de fu n ct , b u t th e term

is pe r pet ua t ed by t hc t itl e of the p resent lo urna l of
l'sycbcdclic Drttv», l lu x lcvs o d d term d id n ot fa re so

well. F ro m l lu x lcv 's lc t t c r it is cl ea r th e word m eant

"sou l-ma n ifcst cr" t o h im. C reek Iby IIIos, ho wever ,

mcnn« " o rga n of passi on , te m pe r a nd a nge r." a n d

" pha nc rot hy me" wou ld in d ic a te a d ru g w hi c h m a de

in t e ns e e mo t io n s m a ni fes t.
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