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Abstract
Nearly all societies are known to engage in practices that lead to altered

states of consciousness. However the methods, functions, and cultural
context vary widely between societies. One major variation is whether
societies believe in possession by spirits or in one’s soul fleeing or going on a
journey. We summarize what we know of this variation from cross-cultural
research.
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Figure 1: Amanita muscaria is a mushroom species traditionally used in shamanic
activities by indigenous Siberian and Baltic cultures such as the Saami of Finland
and the Koryaks of Eastern Siberia. Shamans used it as an alternative method
of achieving a trance state. In most cases, however, Siberian shamans achieve
trance by prolonged drumming and dancing. Credit: DaphneBreemen, CC
BY-SA 4.0.

What are altered states of consciousness?
We are all aware that our dreams may contain very different kinds of thoughts
than those that we have while awake. However, there are also wakeful situations in
which we can experience an altered state of consciousness (ASC)— these include
hallucination, hypnotic states, trance states and meditation. In contemporary
North American culture, these wakeful ASCs are thought of either as unusual
events or pertaining to practices of specialists—hypnotic states induced by
therapists or magicians, trances entered into by mediums conducting séances,
meditation in yoga classes, or drug-induced hallucinatory experiences. The idea
that bodies might be possessed by demons, witches, or spirits also exists as a
popular theme in media and in some religious traditions. However, contemporary
mainstream North American culture does not embrace these practices in rituals,
healing practices, or as part of ordinary life. In other words, ASCs are not
institutionalized (Winkelman 1986).
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Figure 2: A Buddhist monk meditates at the Shwedagon Pagoda in Yangon,
Myanmar. Credit: Adam Jones, CC BY-SA 2.0.”
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Altered States of Consciousness in Human History: A Brief
Overview
ASCs have likely been part of the human cognitive repertoire for at least 100,000
years, if not longer. Entoptically-suggestive art (that is, art composed of mo-
tifs indicating sensory deprivation and commonly-associated forms of visual
hallucination) can be seen as early as 70,000-100,000 years ago at Blombos
Cave in South Africa (Henshilwood et al. 2002). Archaeological evidence for
institutionalized ASCs has been found in human societies across the globe and
throughout human history.

Examples of ASCs in the Archaeological Record

• Pre-Columbian Maya society ritually consumed balché, a mead-like drink
made with the hallucinogenic plant Longocarpus longistylus.

• The Olmec used “hallucinogens such as native tobacco (Nicotiana rustica)
or the psychoactive venom found in the parathyroid gland of the marine
toad Bufus marinus. Bones of this totally inedible toad appeared in trash
deposits at San Lorenzo, while the magnificent kneeling figure known as
the ‘Princeton Shaman’ has one of these amphibians incised on the top of
his head” (Diehl 2004, 106; Sharer and Morley 1992).

• In the South Pacific, Maori religious specialists employed Maori kava
(Macropiper excelsum) in religious ritual and Polynesian groups such as
the Hawaiians and Tongans used ’awa (Piper methysticum) as an aid to
communing spiritually with ancestors (Kirch 1985, 1988).

• Iron Age Indo-European groups such as the Scythians and the Dacians
utilized Cannabis sativa and melilot (Melilotus sp.), which have been
found charred in vessels and pouches accompanying burials and were
described by the Greek historian Herodotus (5th century BCE) as part of
a consciousness-altering repertoire for spiritual purification (Rudenko and
Thompson 1970; Rolle and Walls 1989).

• The priestly caste at Chavín de Huantar, a Peruvian site occupied
by the pre-Inca Chavín culture, used psychoactive substances such as
mescaline-bearing San Pedro cactus (Trichocereus pachanoi) and vilca
snuff (Anadenanthera sp.) in ceremonial contexts. Similar substances and
accoutrements have been found at priestly burials in Tiwanaku, Bolivia.
Scholars suggest that in a number of pre-Columbian Andean cultures,
“social linkage. . . revolved intensely around cults and shared religious
experience” that may often have been brokered by religious specialists
who included wakeful hallucinogen-induced ASC as an important part of
their spiritual repertoire (Kolata 1993, 272; Burger 2011).

• Artistic motifs at a number of late Neolithic megalithic ceremonial com-
plexes in northern and western Europe (approximately 4000-2000 BCE) are
thought to have been derived from entoptic hallucinatory imagery. Irish
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passage tombs or dolmen such as the site of Knowth, County Meath, are
likely to have been designed as “multisensorial experiences” in which dark-
ness and acoustic resonance could produce altered states of consciousness
(Twohig 1981; Watson 2001; Wesler 2012; Lewis-Williams and Dowson
1993).

Figure 3: Stone head sculpture at Chavin de Huantar Credit: PsamatheM,
CC-BY-SA 4.0.

These examples represent only a small fraction of the historical and archaeological
evidence for institutionalized ASCs. As the scope of archaeological evidence is
limited by materiality, these pharmacologically-oriented examples represent only
a few of the ways that humans engage in wakeful ASCs. Remains of hallucination-
inducing substances can be recovered archaeologically or sometimes substantiated
through historical texts while other methods of inducing ASCs are difficult if
not impossible to capture. Nevertheless, the ubiquity of these practices across
time and space in human history suggests that ASCs play a fundamental role
in the maintenance of human social fabric and human social-spiritual linkage.
Additional examples of the archaeology of altered states can be found among
the eHRAF databases.

What are trances?
Trance behaviors are difficult to define, but most observers seem to be able to tell
when a person is in a trance. Aside from altered and often internally-oriented
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states of thinking, there seem to be changes in emotional expression, changes
in body image, feelings of rejuvenation, and increased suggestibility. There is
evidence for shared physiological processes during different forms of trance as well
as other ASCs (Winkelman 1986). Trance states involve both amplification of
certain internal cognitive processes as well as a decoupling of sensory processing
(Hove et al. 2015).

What about more recent cultures? Are ASCs institutional-
ized in other cultures?
Institutionalized ASCs are extremely widespread in the cultures known to
anthropology, suggesting that not only are wakeful ASCs part of the repertoire
of human experience, but that they are also usually incorporated into cultural
beliefs and practices. In one cross-cultural survey of 488 societies, 90% had some
kind of cultural trance behavior or belief (Bourguignon 1968; Bourguignon and
Evascu 1977).

Figure 4: Valentin Khagdaev – head shaman of Olkhon. Lake Baikal. Buryatia,
Siberia. Credit: Arkady Zarubin, CC BY-SA 3.0.

Types of Institutionalized Trances
Two kinds of institutionalized trance are usually distinguished: 1) a type of
trance in which the person’s soul is believed to leave the body because it is
abducted or goes on a journey; and 2) possession trance, in which the change
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in a person’s behavior and utterances during the trance are explained by being
possessed or taken over by a spirit of some kind. Some societies have only the
first type which we will call non-possession trance, others have only possession
trance, and some have both. Note that there can be possession beliefs without
trance behavior, such as when illnesses are believed to be caused by invading
spirits (Bourguignon 1976; Bourguignon and Evascu 1977).

Can Trance Type be Predicted by Social Structure?

• The type of trance generally varies with social complexity. More complex
societies, that is, those with higher political integration, more dependence
on agriculture, more dependence on food production, more permanent com-
munities, and more social stratification, are more likely to have possession
trances. Simpler societies, such as most hunter-gatherers are more likely
to only have non-possession trances (Bourguignon 1976; Greenbaum 1973;
Swanson 1978).

• If the effect of political hierarchy is controlled, societies where people are
more involved in decision-making are less likely to have possession trances
(Bourguignon and Evascu 1977; Swanson 1978).

ASCs play a fundamental role in the maintenance of human social
fabric and human social-spiritual linkage.

Trance and Healing
Illness and death affect all people, and all societies have developed cultural
practices to try to heal the sick. If home remedies do not help, usually people
resort to a specialist healer of some kind. In most societies these specialists are
magico-religious healers. Even in societies exposed to Western medicine, some
people still turn to magico-religious practitioners.

Trance and other altered states of consciousness are strongly associated with
healing practices of shamans, a subset of magico-religious healers. Among
shamans, trances are usually induced by mechanisms such as singing, chanting,
drumming, or dancing, after which the shaman in training or practice collapses
and becomes unconscious and has intense visual experiences. These experiences
presumably induce a state of relaxation that replaces fast brain activity in the
front areas of the brain with slow wave activity representing more emotional
information (Winkelman 1986, 2006)

• Different methods are used to induce trances cross-culturally. These
methods can require excessive physical movement (including shamanic
drumming and dancing mentioned above), but may also involve sleep depri-
vation, fasting, sleep, and psychoactive drugs. These types of behaviors are
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not haphazard; if sleep deprivation is present, fasting and social isolation
are often also present, such as when a young person goes alone into the
forest on a quest for a guardian spirit. Moreover, these types of induction
methods rarely are associated with possession trance (Winkelman 1986).

• If sleeping is the induction method, trance usually involves a nonpossession
trance such as a soul journey. Possession trances, on the other hand, are
associated with subsequent amnesia, convulsions, and spontaneous onset
of trances (Winkelman 1986).

Figure 5: Copper carving depicting a Sámi shaman from Meråker, Nord-
Trøndelag with his drum. Credit: O. H. von Lode, license-free image. Credit: O.
H. von Lode, license-free image.
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What Predicts Trance Behavior?

• Trance behavior is always associated with the training of magico-religious
healers (Winkelman 1990).

• More complex societies are more likely to involve possession trance in the
course of training magico-religious practitioner (Winkelman 1986, 2006).

• In the course of their healing others, healers in simpler societies employ
non-possession trances; healers in more complex societies are more likely
to use possession trance (Shaara and Strathern 1992).

The Vision Quest
In many Native North American societies, individuals reaching puberty
sought out a guardian spirit. Guardian spirits were neither ghosts nor culture
heroes—they were usually spirits of plants or animals or celestial bodies. Such
spirits were sought out by individuals in the hope that they might grant health,
strength, the power to cure others, or success in hunting, war, or love. The
operative word is “might”: a guardian spirit is not compelled to give gifts of
power to a particular person, nor to continue to do so. The guardian does
not possess the person nor do the work for them. Rather, the guardian spirit
enables the receiver to act independently. A visionary experience or vision quest
is usually the method of obtaining a guardian spirit and very often involves
prolonged fasting, exhausting exercise, or exposure to dangers.

What predicts the guardian spirit complex or vision quest?

• A survey finds no instances outside of North America (Swanson 1973).

• The guardian spirit complex is associated with hunting and fishing as
a means of subsistence. However, the relationship is somewhat curvilin-
ear—that is, societies with moderately high (but not high) dependence
upon hunting and fishing are most apt to demonstrate this complex.This
prediction is derived from Barry, Child, and Bacon (1959)’s finding that
hunting and fishing societies emphasize independence, self-reliance and
achievement. North America had a very high proportion of hunting and
fishing societies (76%); this might explain why the complex is found in
North America and nowhere else (Swanson 1973; Barry, Child, and Bacon
1959)

A guardian spirit is not compelled to give gifts of power to a particular
person, nor to continue to do so.
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Dreaming and Out-of-Body Experiences
Dreaming during sleep is believed to be a universal human characteristic. Even
people who do not remember dreaming have been observed to do so in sleep
laboratories. Dreaming occurs during REM (rapid-eye-movement) sleep. It has
also been observed in all studied mammals such as cats, dogs, and monkeys.

Just as some societies believe that the soul may leave the body during trance
(non-possession trances), there is also a tendency to link “soul flight” to the
dream state. Beliefs surrounding out-of-body experience are very widespread;
in a cross-cultural survey, such beliefs were found in 95% of analyzed societies.
This does not imply that all people in a given society have such an experience,
but rather that it is believed that at least some people experience it. 80% of the
cultures surveyed believe that dreaming is the primary state in which out-of-body
experiences occur (Shields 1978).

The content of dreams is also of interest to researchers, but such analyses
require a corpus of dreams from many cultures. Comprehensive or large-scale
cross-cultural research of dream content remains a challenge (Bourguignon 1972;
Shields 1978).

How do different cultures experience and interpret dreams?

In many human societies, people use dreams to seek and control supernatural
power, information or aid. Religious experts often use their dreams to divine
or perform cures. Particular dream elements may appear and give the dreamer
the right to assume certain culturally-restricted roles. These dreams are often
obtained through certain practices such fasting or sleeping alone. Such beliefs
and practices are correlated with each other, prompting them to be labeled
“using dreams to seek and control supernatural powers.” (D’Andrade 1961)

• Hunter-gatherers are more likely to use dreams to seek and control super-
natural power than food producers. The same is true for simple horticul-
turalists rather than intensive agriculturalists, societies with small, rather
than large communities, and egalitarian societies versus those with class
stratification (D’Andrade 1961).

• D’Andrade (1961, 321) theorized that “anxiety about being isolated and on
one’s own” would lead to dreams about magical helpers. Extrapolating from
Barry, Child, and Bacon (1959)’s finding that hunter and gatherer children
have more pressure toward self reliance, independence, and achievement
than food producers, D’Andrade expected that hunter-gatherers would
have more anxiety about aloneness and therefore would be more likely
to have dreams seeking to control supernatural power (D’Andrade 1961;
Barry, Child, and Bacon 1959).

• Societies with non-possession trances are most likely to use dreams to seek
and control supernatural power (Bourguignon 1972).
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• Societies in which sons live in different villages or local groups than their
parents – usually matrilocal societies – are more likely to use dreams to
control supernatural power than patrilocal societies (D’Andrade 1961)

Exercises Using eHRAF World Cultures
Explore some texts and do some comparisons using the eHRAF World Cultures
database. These exercises can be done individually or as part of classroom as-
signments. See the Teaching eHRAF Exercise on Altered States of Consciousness
for suggestions.

Citation
This summary should be cited as:

Ember, Carol R., Christina Carolus. 2017. “Altered States of Consciousness”
in C. R. Ember, ed. Explaining Human Culture. Human Relations Area Files
https://hraf.yale.edu/ehc/summaries/altered-states-of-consciousness,accessed
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Glossary
Matrilocal A pattern of marital residence where couples typically live with or
near the wife’s parents

Patrilocal A pattern of marital residence where couples typically live with or
near the husband’s parents
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