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Abstract

The paper considers six connections between spirituality and intoxication or addiction.  They are: intoxication as a means of communication with a spiritual world; intoxication as destroying spirituality; shared use and intoxication as creating and validating community; spirituality and religion as a means of collective sobering-up; spirituality in individual sobering up; and abstinence as a spiritual practice, a witness, or a badge of membership in a spiritual community.  Intoxication can either enhance or impede spirituality, both at individual and collective levels. Spirituality is often important in sobering up, both individually and collectively, and abstinence is a part of spiritual or religious practice in some traditions.   But a full account must acknowledge the diversity in the interactions of spirituality and intoxication or addiction.   
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Introduction

Intoxication from alcohol or other psychoactive substances takes the user out of everyday reality.. Things and people may look and sound and feel different, time slows down or speeds up, immediate experience is privileged over the farther-away (Steele & Josephs, 1990).  If users like the experience so much that it becomes a habit, they may find it hard to resist repeating it again and again, and other aspects of their life may be overridden.  So, alongside intoxication, what is called addiction is also an aspect of using alcohol and other psychoactive substances (Room, 2003).

This paper considers how intoxication and addiction can interact with spirituality. Spirituality is here defined here broadly, including for instance transcendence, meaning and purpose, and relatedness (Cook, 2004).  Six kinds of relationships are put forward.  Considering these relationships in the same frame brings out the multi-sidedness of the interactions of intoxication and addiction with spirituality. 
Six connections between spirituality and intoxication

1. Intoxication as a means of communication with a spiritual world
Many religions postulate a separate, spiritual world which is invisible in ordinary circumstances, but which coexists within us or can be visited in particular circumstances.  An ancient theme in human religion is to regard the use of psychoactive substances as a means to communicate with or visit the spirit world.  For instance, the Oracle at Delphi, in ancient Greece, delivered her prophesies, derived from the unseen world of the Greek gods, in a frenzied state which is supposed to have been induced by vapours arising from the rocks in her cave (Piccardi et al., 2008).  For another example, writing about the Indians of South America in pre-Spanish times, Butler describes how:    

When they drank beer,… pre-Columbian Andeans consumed as much as they could and tried to attain and demonstrate a state of inebriation so total that they left consciousness behind. The spirits of the universe enjoyed the animating properties of alcohol as much as did humans and were attracted to the scene of ritual drinking…. (Butler, 2006:5)

A more recent example is the use of peyote in spiritual practice among indigenous North Americans (now primarily in the context of the Native American Church).  A Nebraska Winnebago woman told an ethnographer:

I knew when I ate peyote that they were using something holy.  That way is directed toward God…. If someone sees something holy at a peyote meeting, that is really true…. I understood that this religion is holy.  It is directed toward God. I even saw Jesus! (Hill, 1985, quoting from Lurie, 1961:42).  

The connection of drinking and intoxication with the spiritual world is often expressed in rituals.  Thus, in a village beer shop in Togo, 
besides buying rounds, the customers at Djima’s from time to time perform a variety of small drinking rituals. For example, following traditional practices, customers at the beginning of a drinking session sometime pour a small libation on the floor ‘for the ancestors’. (O’Donnell, 1984)  

And in a Mayan highlands town in the Chiapas in Mexico, the fiesta for the town’s patron saint ensures his remembrance
is continued in the minds not only of those that live in the town, but of all that live far and near, by commercing, trading, sporting, and dancing, offering unto the saint, and bowing, kneeling, and praying before him…. Rum and chicha [a local fermented corn beverage] stand out … from other [fiesta] drinks and food in their many-layered symbolic roles. (Eber, 1995:80, 90)
The pathbreaking psychologist William James regarded the power of intoxication to invoke the mystical as a key attraction of alcohol in human history:
The sway of alcohol over mankind is unquestionably due to its power to stimulate mystical faculties of human nature…. The drunken consciousness is one bit of the mystic consciousness. (James, 1912:387)
2. Intoxication as destroying spirituality
On the other hand, intoxication can get in the way of spiritual practice and experience.  At the level of the individual, this can be in terms of being too intoxicated for the attention or practice required in a particular form of spirituality.  Thus the Buddhist precept to refrain from the use of alcohol and other intoxicants relates to its potential interference with “mindfulness”, a central spiritual practice in this tradition (Roth, 2012).  
Or the interference can be in terms of occupying the time which was to be devoted to the spiritual.  Thus a Nebraska Winnebago man, talking to an ethnographer about his experiences in the early 1900s, described how an uncle had told him:

‘Nephew, tomorrow they are going to have a Medicine Dance. Tonight they are going to have a trial dance. Your aunt is going to buy provisions for the meal and you may go along with her.’ When we got to town we drank. On the following day it was rumored that the woman and myself were missing.  The buggy we were riding in was broken up; my hat was gone and my trousers were torn open. I immediately went back to the place where I had come from, although the Medicine Dance was taking place.  The woman, it was said, was still missing. (Hill, 1985, quoting from Radin, 1963:38-39).

At a collective level, prevalent intoxication can replace a group’s or society’s spiritual practice, as Sackett relates concerning Aborigines in the Wiluna area of Western Australia after alcohol became freely available in 1971:
Corresponding with the increase in drinking has been a deterioration in ritual life and associated activities. No longer, except on rare occasions, do men gather in the semi-sacred area to discuss Law matters [sacred knowledge and precepts], view ritual paraphernalia, or plan future activities. Free time is now spent in town, close to the pub, or in actual drinking.  Added to this is the sacrilege frequently displayed toward the secret-sacred domain by drunks….  (Sackett, 1977)  
3. Shared use and intoxication as creating and validating community 
The experience of collective community can be regarded as a kind of spiritual experience, expressed in Christian tradition in the etymology of the word “communion”.   Writing of the place of beer in an African culture, the Iteso, Karp (1980) concludes that it is “a form of social communion, a commensal sharing in which persons who participate are stripped of the capacities in terms of which they interact in non-beer drinking contexts”.  

Describing drinking among indigenous people in Otavalo, Ecuador, Butler (2006) also emphasizes the function of drinking in sustaining the collective community, although here status issues are not totally set aside: 

“Offering a drink is a way to request or repay a favor, to ritually create or sustain a relationship,… for ordinary people to pay their respects to those in superior positions, and for leaders to recruit or repay the support of their followers”.  (Butler, 2006:94)
In Otavalo, the person offered the drink is expected to accept it, and to indicate that the person offering should also drink: “Let’s drink together, two saying it as one” (Butler, 2006:101). 

Ethnographic accounts are clear that in many societies it is not just drinking but also intoxication which forms and validates social bonds.  Sande (2002) has described how high school graduation in Norway is marked by the students with rituals of communal drunkenness.  
The youths gather at a single place outdoors in ‘the bush’, far away from adults,... to drink bottles of beer and local home-distilled liquor.... This party creates a strong feeling of solidarity and sameness among the participants. ... This initiation ritual of drinking or getting drunk creates an experience of life, comradeship and equality among youths.... [It] is remembered long afterwards by each generation.... [In anniversary celebrations,] adults unite in a ‘recollection party’,...  remembering the remarkable days of drunkenness, intoxication and friendship in the phase of transferring to adulthood. (Sande, 2002) 
Partanen notes the “inherent sociability” of alcohol intoxication, but also the “fragility” of intoxicated sociability: “drinking enhances sociability, but … it also carries risks, tending to tip the scales towards hostile and aggressive, rather than friendly and sociable behaviors” (Partanen, 1991:228, 229, 230).  As we have seen more generally for the relationship of intoxication and spirituality, psychoactive substances have a double relationship -- potentially enhancing and also potentially impeding -- with the experience of community as a specific form of spirituality. 
4. Spirituality and religion as a means of collective sobering-up
Spiritual and religious movements have played a prominent part in movements to “sober up” at a collective or societal level.  The temperance movement in the US and elsewhere can be interpreted as a long-lasting societal reaction in the 19th and early 20th centuries against the waves of heavy drinking which accompanied the widespread industrialization of production and distribution of spirits and beer (Courtwright, 2001).  Methodists, Presbyterians and other Protestant denominations were the backbone of the movement (Levine, 1993), although its organizational forms were not primarily religious.   
Religious and spiritual movements have continued to impel a collective sobering-up at the local level in many places in modern times.  Drawing on her sustained fieldwork in indigenous communities in Ecuador, Butler records that an earthquake in Ecuador in 1987 was

interpreted as a punishment from God, as was conventional….  Since the community had been engaged in heated dialogues about spiritual change – introduced by Protestant missionaries, Catholic reformers, and political activists alike – for over a decade, the particular failings for which God was punishing them were generally agreed upon quite quickly. Public drinking to drunkenness … [was] available to become a symbol of the more general social, economic and spiritual problems that characterized indigenous life…. If they could manage to change their drinking behaviour properly, then the solutions for a better future, both concrete and spiritual, would fall into place. (Butler, 2006: 231).
The changes in the ensuing years, as described by Butler, were quite remarkable. The main ritual festivals of the year, the Corazas, which had been attacked by local Protestants as drunken fiestas, and which were in decline, were revived in 2000 in celebration of the opening of the new local water supply, with Protestant approval and a less specifically Catholic orientation.   The changes in the festival extended even to the details of ritual actions:

In the past, women could only dance and sing when drunk and their dance movements when sober approximated the movements of someone who is intoxicated.  Dancing and drinking were synonymous with each other, the presence of one implying the other. This year [the women] did not weave significantly in our processional dancing.... Group dancing in the evening also demonstrated more self-conscious control of movement while dancing than drunken ataxia. (Butler, 2006:358)
In North America, there have also been recurrent episodes of sobering up impelled by spiritual and religious movements in indigenous groups.  One of the first was the Handsome Lake religion, which emerged in 1799 in a Native American tribal group then drinking itself “into collective oblivion and potential extinction” (Heath, 2003, p. 155). Abstinence from alcohol was a central teaching in the religion. In later times, the peyote religion (in its modern form the Native American Church) made use of one psychoactive substance, peyote, to sober up from another, alcohol. An Anglo observer of the Nebraska Winnebago reported in 1909 that 

I have attended several of the meetings, and have also experienced the eating and drinking of the ‘peyote’ medicine, with no bad effects.... Many members I have known twenty-five or thirty years, who formerly had been greatly addicted to the use of liquors and tobacco, and other vices; all have quit these habits and live for their religion. (Hill, 1985, quoting Thomas Roddy from Blair, 1911:283).
5. Spirituality and individual sobering up
In our era, this potential connection between spirituality and substance use or intoxication is the most obvious, and is not exemplified in detail here.  The connection is enshrined in the 12 Steps to sobriety of Alcoholics Anonymous and other 12-step groups: “Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity….  Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.... Having had a spiritual awakening….”
The 12 Steps are certainly not the only expression of this connection.  Butler gives an example of a parallel path of individual change from her fieldwork in rural Ecuador in 1989:

By his account, what made him stop drinking was not being able to go to church on Sunday, even when his sisters and his daughter came to get him, because he was too drunk or too hungover…. He came across a pamphlet: ‘Your life is about to change; you must ask for God’s word. Afterward, if you improve your way of life and pray to God, then your life will be transformed’…. Two weeks later he gave testimony in church and vowed to stop drinking. (Butler, 2006:301)
6. Abstinence as a spiritual practice, a witness, or a badge of membership
Abstaining from one or more psychoactive substances is often recommended or required in major world religions.  In social circumstances where diverse religious groups exist side-by-side, abstinence often becomes a badge of identity, and a signal of faithful adherence to the religion’s precepts.  

The most widespread such practice follows the injunction in the Koran (5:90) against consuming “intoxicants”, in particular alcoholic beverages. Reviewing the relationship between Islam and alcohol, Michalak and Trocki (2006) argue that “group identity … is an important element in the Islamic alcohol prohibition”; though there are also other bases for the prohibition, its importance in “reinforcing group solidarity is not incompatible” with these.
Discussion 

The examples given above illustrate the multiple connections that can exist between psychoactive substance use or intoxication and spirituality. Because this is written in a cultural frame where the mainstream is generally suspicious of positive relations between intoxication and spirituality, and where the emphasis tends to be on the individual rather than the collective level, I have emphasized connections in the positive direction and at the collective level, giving more illustrative detail on the less obvious connections. 

In terms of the direct connection at the level of the individual, intoxication can clearly act either to enhance or to impede spirituality – and sometimes may be be doing both at once. The direction of action depends on several factors, including the particular form of spirituality involved, the psychopharmacological action of the particular substance, the dosage consumed, and the context of consumption. A crucial factor alongside these is the sociocultural construction of the meaning of the intoxication experience:

We feel different when drunk than when sober.  But how we interpret those feelings, and in particular how we act on them, is largely determined by culture and circumstance: thus what is pharmacologically the same drug can make us aggressive or passive, ebullient or morose, frenetic or immobile. In this view psychoactivity does not determine … behavior:… it simply provides an empty vessel of altered consciousness for culture, circumstance and personality to load with meanings and explanations. (Room, 1983)   

At collective levels, too, intoxication can either enhance or impede spiritual phenomena, whether at the level of conscious spiritual practice and witness or at the more intuitive level of a sense of shared community.  Again, the nature of the connection depends not only on the specifics of the spirituality, the substance and the dose, but also on circumstances and on cultural interpretation. 
There is common recognition in many traditions that spirituality is often important in sobering up, both individually and collectively, although the relative paucity of attention to this in scientific analyses has been noted (Drew, 1987; Miller, 1990).  It is also commonly recognised that abstinence from alcohol or other psychoactive substances is part of spiritual or religious practice in a number of traditions. This paper argues that the connections between spirituality and intoxication or addiction stretch well beyond this. A full account must acknowledge the diversity in the connections, and the ironies and paradoxes that this can bring.  
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Glossary
Corazas: A local festival in San Rafael de la Laguna and nearby towns in Ecuador, held usually between 19 and 22 August, celebrating both the maize crop (invoking an Inca god) and the local Catholic saint (St. Louis). The person chosen as the Coraza becomes host and patron of the community for four days of processions, ritual fights, feasts, fireworks, games, dances, and drinking.  http://landofwinds.blogspot.com.au/2011/02/corazas-festival.html
Mindfulness:  a spiritual or psychological faculty that, according to Buddhist teaching, is considered to be of great importance in the path to enlightenment. Mindfulness meditation can also be traced back further to earlier Hindu scriptures.
Mystical: Of or having a spiritual reality or import not apparent to the intelligence or senses. In less sympathetic usage, it can mean enigmatic or obscure. 
Spirituality: According to Wikipedia, social scientists have defined spirituality as the search for "the sacred," where "the sacred" is broadly defined as that which is set apart from the ordinary and worthy of veneration. The meaning of “spirituality” has changed over time, and nowadays it is often set apart from and even contrasted with religion or religiosity.
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