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Preface and acknowledgements 

¶ My history and involvement in Santo Daime 

At the age of sixteen I came to learn about Santo Daime. There is much to say about the impact 

ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ ƛǘ ȅŜǘ ǘƘŜƴΣ ōǳǘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜ I learned that 

the ingestion of ayahuasca within that religious context responded to many of the most 

intimate difficulties and longings I experienced on a mental, emotional and spiritual level. My 

self-esteem and personal wellbeing have been positively affected and ς having also passed 

through two pneumonias - my negative habits with regard to the use of alcohol, tobacco and 

cannabis had ended. I attribute a great part of this personal change to the lessons I learned 

from participating in Santo Daime rituals όŀƭǎƻ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǿƻǊƪǎέύ. Fascinated by this profound 

discovery I took my backpack and went to Brazil to visit Santo Daime churches and learn more 

about this religious Doctrine that primarily advocates Jesus Christ and the Virgin Mary within a 

context that us Europeans would ς to say the least ς ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ άǇŜŎǳƭƛŀǊέ. At the time, the fact 

that I was a 17-year old, white, Belgian boy with a limited knowledge of the Portuguese 

language and Brazilian culture apparently did not stop me to explore the teachings of a tall, 

black, illiterate rubber tapper from Maranhão who made use of an indigenous beverage to 

ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǾƛƴŜΦ ¢Ƙŀƴƪ DƻŘ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ .ǊŀȊƛƭ ǘƘŀǘ L ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

Santo Daime ς to my humble opinion - is truly miraculous, and its teachings universal. I came to 

believe and experience tƘŀǘ DƻŘΩǎ ƭƻǾŜ ǇŜƴŜǘǊŀǘŜǎ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ  

Conscious of the implications of this new-found belief, practiced and developed through the 

drinking of a psychoactive brew containing small amounts of DMT, I decided there and then to 

apply for Law school at the Free University of Brussels. This decision was made during a Santo 

Daime work in Térésopolis (Brazil), while singing the hymnals of Mestre Irineu. Five years later, I 

graduated Cum Laude in International and European Law (with a profound interest in a diversity 

of Human Rights issues related to minorities), I learned to speak three new languages, 

experienced my fair share of heartbreaks and got pretty good at playing the guitar. Having 

participated in over a hundred-fifty Santo Daime works over the last eight years I can testify to 

the fact that ς for me personally ς this has not left any lasting negative effects on my physical, 

mental and spiritual health. On the contrary, it came to such a point where I dare to say that 

the only negative impact of Santo Daime ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ όmore recently and 

increasingly considered) illegal and/or dangerousΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛŦ L ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ άŎƻƳŜ ƻǳǘέ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ 

religious identity, what awaits me is laughter, disbelief and/or suspicion. I say this because, up 

until this day, I am painfully aware of the many prejudices and taboos that exist around the 

ingestion of ayahuasca. As such, aware of the negative impact this thesis might have on (my 

relationship with) my family, my professional career and/or Santo Daime, I feel a moral, ethical 

ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ άŘƻ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊǘέΣ ŀǎ ǘƻ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

legitimacy for this religious practice in Western society.  



¶ Problematization of the insider position 

I am personally convinced that Santo Daime deserves a place in society, and is in dire need of 

respectful cooperation with authorities for that purpose. My position as a jurist, researcher and 

(religious) practitioner can be catalytic, in the sense that it can offer more information that 

might allow for the encounter of two opposite forces on an equal field of understanding and/or 

debate. It is my hope that this thesis will represent a small contribution in future decision-

making processes with regard to Santo Daime, and perhaps ayahuasca in general. Nonetheless, 

my personal belief does raise serious questions on my capacity as a researcher to perform an 

objective academic study on the religious freedom of Santo Daime. During the draft period of 

my research proposal at CEDLA, the director, professors and students had expressed various 

concerns about my ethical responsibilities and objectivity. Academic scrutiny is of major 

importance, and I understood that a legal ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ŎƻǳƭŘ negatively affect 

ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ CƻǊ ǘƘƛǎΣ L ŀƳ ǾŜǊȅ ƎǊŀǘŜŦul for the openness and the opportunity to 

continuously discuss my position as an insider with my supervisor and other faculty members 

over the course of drafting the research proposal.  

Loures de Assis ς a daimist who has written a doctoral thesis on Santo Daime - notes that άǘƘŜ 

question is not in the way researchers see their selves, but in the relation between the 

techniques of organizing knowledge and the way persons organize the knowledge about 

ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎέ (Loures de Assis, 2017, p31).  As such, I understand it to be a moral and ethical 

obligation to be completely honest and clear about my involvement in Santo Daime, and I 

express my understanding on the innate necessity to work with verifiable facts in this academic 

study. Luckily, that is exactly what a comparative legal-historical analysis allows for. I guarantee 

the objective verifiability of my study as fully as I possibly can through addressing policy-related 

issues through a historical and legal assessment of facts. Naturally, my personal opinion on the 

need for inclusion in society is also based on the subjective element of my personal experiences 

over the past years. Yet, I have organized this thesis in such a way that all the organized 

knowledge is verifiable and the opinions expressed are open to critique. In doing so I try to 

interfere as little as possible in the internal politics of the churches I study. This because, even 

though I consider Santo Daime to be my religion, I am not an official member of any of the 

churches of my research. The initial and general assumption that I represent an entire 

homogenous group of believers and churches did not take into account that my familiarity with 

the various branches of Santo Daime was still quite limited. 

For the ICEFLU-churches (explained later), I was an outsider-daimist that came knocking on 

their door with a proposal to study their churches legal situation in a very sensitive moment. 

Perhaps surprising to me, they cooperated gladly and fully in this research. In Brazil, the 

openness of the ICEFLU churches can be explained through my active participation in their 

Santo Daime works during my research. I saw that my fluent Brazilian-portuguese inspired 

confidence, and also that I have known this religious doctrine for about eight years (during 



which I obtained a law degree). Still, since they had been subject to various academic studies in 

the past, at times it seemed that certain amounts of my questions were ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ άready-

ƳŀŘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎέΦ {ŜŎƻƴŘƭȅΣ one church of this study is where I have been introduced to Santo 

Daime, and I have participated numerous times in their religious congregations during the past 

years. Still, my intention to write a thesis was initially received with a great deal of reluctance, 

discomfort and scepticism. This seemed to be mainly inspired by the worry of me embarking on 

a naïve quest to άliberateέ Santo Daime, and also the fact that the legal situation of this church 

is very sensitive. Furthermore, past experiences with authorities had not inspired much 

confidence and positivity. With the passing of time, their attitude changed and I have had the 

opportunity to ask all my research-related questions in cooperative manner. As such, both the 

ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǊŜƭǳŎǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ άƻǳǘǎƛŘŜέ-relation with the churches I wished to study 

had put me in an extremely difficult and reflective position, where both seemed to seriously put 

ƛƴǘƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ άǿƘƻέ L ŀƳ ŀƴŘ άǿƘȅέ L Řƻ ǿƘŀǘ L ŘƻΦ aȅ insider position felt more like an 

outsider position, which forced me to take a good look at myself, asking myself the same 

questions others where posing. 

There are always doubts on how an insider researcher might be άƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǘŀƳƛƴŀǘŜŘέ 

and/or (sub)consciously distort data in order to create certain representations that favour ς in 

this thesis - the legal case of the Santo Daime. To that regard, I can only affirm the above-

mentioned and encourage any reader to analyse critically my words while remaining aware of 

the sensitive and complex nature of the subject. In no way can I personally guarantee the 

honesty of the subjects of my research with regard to certain historical facts, nor does the 

information on the churches of this research reflect on the entire Santo Daime community. I 

wish to iterate that my sole objective with this thesis is to transcend the current 

argumentational paradigm in which (a highly needed) dialogue with public authorities 

concerning the ritual/religious use of ayhuasca is made impossible. It is in no way my intention 

to personally attack, nor to offend the churches and/or the public authorities responsible for 

the protection of public order and health. Yet, out of the conviction that all human beings enjoy 

the highest attainable standard of health, I do object to the criminalization of Santo Daime. In 

order to open up the possibility for response to certain conclusions and assertions, I have tried 

to contact the Belgian Federal Police and the Dutch Public Ministry for an interview and 

discussion on my findings. I have not had the opportunity to do so. 1 I consider this nor negative 

or positive, taking into account the difficult tasks they are charged with in this turbulent time in 

the European Union, especially with regard to drug use (related to public health) and foreign 

religions (related to public security). I have been able to have a fruitful conversation about 

                                            
1 During a phone-Ŏŀƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛŜŦ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŜƭƎƛŀƴ CŜŘŜǊŀƭ tƻƭƛŎŜΩǎ ǳƴƛǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ 
Santo Daime, he kindly refrained from any comment until the finalization of my thesis. He requested that I send 
him the chapters afterwards for possible discussion 



Santo Daime with a representative of the legal department of the Belgian Centre for 

Information and Advice on Harmful Sectarian Organizations. 
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CdSM: Céu da Santa Maria  

CdV: Céu dos Ventos  

CdU: Céu da União  

CdCMI: Casa de Cura Mestre Irineu 

CICLU ς Alto Santo: Centro de Iluminação Cristã 

Luz Universal όά¦niversal Light Centre for 

Christian Illuminationέύ ς Alto Santo 

CLAREIA: Centre for the Legal Assessment of 

the Religious and Ethical Integration of 

Ayahuasca  

CONAD: Conselho Nacional de Políticas sobre 

Drogas (ά bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƻƴ 5ǊǳƎ tƻƭƛŎƛŜǎέύ 

CONFEN: Conselho Federal de Entorpecentes 

(άbŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƻƴ bŀǊŎƻǘƛŎǎέύ 

CRF: /ƛǊŎǳƭƻ Řŀ wŜƎŜƴŜǊŀœńƻ ŘŜ CŞ όά/ƛǊŎƭŜ ƻŦ 

wŜƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ CŀƛǘƘέύΣ ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

/ŜƴǘǊƻ Řŀ wŀƛƴƘŀ Řŀ CƭƻǊŜǎǘŀ όάvǳŜŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

CƻǊŜǎǘ /ŜƴǘǊŜέύ 

DIMED: Divisão Nacional de Medicamentos 

όάbŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘ {ǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ !ƎŜƴŎȅέύ 

DMT: N,N-Dimethyltryptamine  

ECHR: European Convention on Human Rights 

ECtHR: European Court of Human Rights  

GT: DǊǳǇƻ ŘŜ ¢ǊŀōŀƭƘƻ όά²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ DǊƻǳǇέύ 

GMT: Grupo Multidisciplinar de Trabalho sobre 

a Ayahuasca (άaǳƭǘƛŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ ²ƻǊƪing Group 

ƻƴ !ȅŀƘǳŀǎŎŀέύ 

HSO: Harmful Sectarian Organization 

IBC: International Bioethics Committee 

ICEERS: International Center for Ethnobotanical 

Education, Research and Service 

ICEFLU: Igreja do Culto Ecléctico da Fluente Luz 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ όά/ƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9clectic Cult of the 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ CƭƻǿƛƴƎ [ƛƎƘǘέύ 

INCB: International Narcotics Control Board 

NRM: New Religious Movement 

TNI: Transnational Institute  

UDV: União do Vegetal 

UN: United Nations 

UNDRIP: UN Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples 

UNESCO: United Nations Educational, Scientific 

and Cultural Organization  

VCLT: Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties  

!ƎŜƴŎȅέύ 

1971 Convention: The UN Convention on 

Psychotropic Substances of 1971

 

Figures 

Figure 1: Infograph on the history of the branches 

Figure 2: Raimundo Irineu Serra 

Figure 3: The Ashaninka of the Amônia River 

Figure 4Υ aŜǎǘǊŜ LǊƛƴŜǳ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ {ŀƴǘƻ 5ŀƛƳŜ Ǌƛǘǳŀƭ ƛƴ ά!ƭǘƻ {ŀƴǘƻέ 

Figure 5: Sebastião and Rita Mota de Mello (husband and wife) 

Figure 6: The daimist community of Colony 5000, Padrinho Sebastião and Madrinha Rita in the middle 

Figure 7: Padrinho Sebastião is called on to explain his religious practice (between 1981 and 1983) 

Figure 1: Tatá Yawanawa, the oldest pajé (shaman) of the Yawanawá community, who opened the Conference with the 

following words: "I would like to ask the Great Spirit (--) that from this event we may become brothers". Tatá passed away 

shortly after 

Figure 2: Prominent scholars, researchers and specialists discussing the question "of who is ayahuasca?" 

Figure 3: Benki Piyãko talking at the World Ayahuasca Conference 

Figure 4: Group foto of Casa de Cura Mestre Irineu (CdCMI) 

Figure 5: Santo Daime in the Netherlands (CdSM & CdV) with Alfredo Mota de Mello (son of Padrinho Sebastião and current 

president of ICEFLU 

Figure 6: Benki Piyãko (holding the microphone), A spokesperon for the Amazonian Indigenous Peoples 

Figure 7: the logo of House of Indians 



0 
 
 

 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1. Santo Daime and ayahuasca 

Over the last two decades around 43 countries, of which 22 in the European Union, have 

become the hosts of the expanding Brazilian religion called Santo Daime (Labate & Loures de 

Assis, 2017; Blainey, 2013; Dawson, 2013). The churches of this religion use άayahuascaέ ƛƴ 

their rituals, a natural liquid produced by the slow decoction of the Amazonian Banisteriopsis 

caapi vine together with the leaves of the Psychotria Viridis bush. The adepts of Santo Daime 

ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀȅŀƘǳŀǎŎŀ ŀǎ ά5ŀƛƳŜέΣ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ōŜǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ 

of the religion as a whole (Blainey 2013; Polari de Alverga 1999). As such, it is an essential 

sacrament, a divine gift, within this syncretic Christian religious practice. Before its integration 

within Santo Daime, ayahuasca has been (and continues to be) one of the most important 

substances in the pharmacopoeias of Amazonian Folk healers, thereby constituting a century-

old traditional medicine. Besides the indigenous use, it is also vital within the etnomedical 

repertoire of many mestizo peoples of the Amazon. Thus, depending on the geographical 

location and context of use, ayahuasca has many different names and is generally considered a 

sacred medicine, a plant teacher, or a sacrament by its users (Tupper, 2011). Yet, increasing 

attention for this beverage has also put ayahuasca in a rather negative daylight, both in Brazil as 

in Western society, being referred to as a άƘŀƭƭǳŎƛƴƻƎŜƴƛŎέΣ ŀ άǇǎȅŎƘƻŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŘǊǳƎέΣ ŀ άǘǊƛǇ-ǘƘŜŜέΣ 

ŜǘŎΧ by authorities, media and non-users. As such, the main issue this thesis wants to explore is 

why and how Santo Daime has (had) such a hard time acquiring legitimacy as a genuine 

religious manifestation within Brazilian and Western society. 

1.2. The global war on drugs and ayahuasca 

1.2.1. The international drug control regime 

The existence of the first (more) comprehensive national drug laws around the globe are a 

direct result of the transposition of the Hague Opium Convention in 1912 όƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ άhǇƛǳƳ 

/ƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴέύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƴŀǊŎƻǘƛŎΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ŀǎ ŀ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

international law. Still, the first comprehensive mile-stone on drug control only came with the 

Single Convention on Narcotics ƻŦ мфсм όƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ά{ƛƴƎƭŜ /ƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴέύ, which consolidated the 

existing variety of instruments ŀƴŘ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ŀŘŘƛŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨŜǾƛƭΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŘǳǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƳōŀǘΩ (Single Convention, 1961). Together with the Single 

Convention the International Narcotics Control Board όƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ άLb/.έύ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘΣ ŀ ǉǳŀǎƛ-
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judicial expert body serving as a monitoring body for the implementation of all UN drug control 

conventions. By 1970 no international consensus had yet been found on the control of 

psychotropic substances. A new instrument was established, called the UN Convention on 

Psychotropic Substances of 1971 (heǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ άмфтм /ƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴέύΣ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

growing concern of the epidemic spread of the abuse of psychotropic substances (UN General 

Assembly, 1968).  

The preambule ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŦƻǊ άǇǳōƭƛŎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ 

ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀōǳǎŜέ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘŜǊŀǘŜǎ ƛǘǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƳōŀǘ ƛƭƭƛŎƛǘ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ ŀƴŘ 

restrict their use to legitimate puǊǇƻǎŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ άǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ƻŦ 

ƳŀƴƪƛƴŘΦέ Lƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŦƻǳǊ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ {ŎƘŜŘǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΣ 

ranging from (the most restrictive) Schedule I to (the least restrictive) Schedule IV. Among a list 

of 31 substances LSD, MDMA, psilocybin, THC and DMT have been classified as a Schedule I 

controlled substance. In 1988, further mechanisms were created to control and monitor 

substances which are used in the manufacture of narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances in 

the UN Convention Against Illicit Traffic In Narcotic Drugs And Psychotropic Substances 

όƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ άLƭƭƛŎƛǘ ¢ǊŀŦŦƛŎ /ƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴέύΦ  Essential to all UN drug conventions is their exclusive 

prohibitionist character, meaning that any signing member state is obliged to criminalize 

activities involving internationally controlled substances, such as manufacturing, possession, 

ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘΣ ǎŀƭŜΣ ŜǘŎΧ Φ 2  

1.2.2. DMT and ayahuasca under international law 

The 1971 Convention represented a compromise between pharmaceutical interests to ensure 

the non-restriction of their products (and profit margins), and the interests of member states to 

reduce incidences of addiction to (or use of) new kinds of synthetic substances. Perhaps as a 

result of the power struggle between these two major interests, a joint report of ICEERS and 

TNI notes ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƛǎ ǇŜǊƳŜŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾƛŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ 

Western pharmaceutical preparations are more efficient and safer than the traditional 

                                            
2 Art 22 of the 1971 Convention states: 1. (a) Subject to its constitutional limitations, each Party shall treat as a 
punishable offence, when committed intentionally, any action contrary to a law or regulation adopted in pursuance 
of its obligations under this Convention, and shall ensure that serious offences shall be liable to adequate 
punishment, particularly by imprisonment or other penalty of deprivation of liberty. 
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preparations obtained from plant speciesέ (Sánchez and Carlos Bouso, 2015, p8).3 These 

authors also note that the prohibition of DMT was more due to the alarm caused by 

recreational use of synthesized substances than to the perception that traditional uses of plant 

material in a ritual and religious context were a problem. Still, certain states like Peru, Mexico, 

the US and Canada noticed the possible implications of prohibiting active ingredients related to 

άǎŀŎǊŜŘέ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΣ and made reservations. YetΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ άǇƭŀƴǘǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ 

wild which contain psychotropic substances from among those in Schedule 1 and which are 

traditionally used by certain small, clearly determined groups in magical or ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǊƛǘŜǎέΦ (Art 

32.4, 1971 Convention) Therefore, it is argued that the Conventions assume that traditional 

cultures, such as those using ayahuasca, will never extend their practices and influence to other 

populations and territories (Labate and Feeney, 2014; Sánchez and Carlos Bouso, 2015).   

Now, it is obvious that ayahuasca is used beyond the borders in which its traditional cultural 

and religious practice was conceived. As such, the diaspora of ayahuasca-activities constitute a 

challenge for the current drug control regime, which holds as axiomatic the proposition that 

only medical or scientific uses of controlled substances are legitimate reasons to ingest them 

(Tupper, 2011). Legally though, since Brazil did not make any reservations, the question 

remains whether natural plants containing DMT (such as the Psychotria Viridis leaf) and their 

decoctions (such as ayahuasca) actually are controlled substances. Ayahuasca contains a 

relatively small amount (of less than one gram) of DMT per liter, so its prohibition is not self-

evident. Labate notes that the total prohibition of any material containing DMT would result in 

the eradication of over 200 plant species, and would force us to consider that DMT is also 

naturally present in animal and human tissue, including the brain, lungs and bodily fluids. 

(Labate, 2014). 

1.3. International diaspora and commercialization 

As Lowell and Adams noteΣ άthe Santo Daime religion winds through an array of relationships, 

practices and discourses including the making and consumption of ayahuasca, laws governing 

the use of mind-altering substances, international travel routes, spiritual cross-currents within 

Christian-dominated societies, the historical legacy of resource extraction in the Amazon and 

philosophical shifts relative to the place of humankind in the natural worldέ (Lowell and Adams, 

                                            
3 ICEERS stands for òInternational Center for Ethnobotan ical Education,  Research and Service.ó TNI 
stands for òTransnational Insitute ó 



3 
 
 

 

 

 

 

2017, p145). For ritualistic purposes and due to the favorable climate and soil conditions, the 

beverage is made in (a.o.) Brazil before being exported towards other societies around the 

globe. Due to due to national anti-drug legislations prohibiting DMT, the international export 

and import of ayahuasca has already resulted in various criminal proceedings. The Ayahuasca 

Defense Fund (ADF) notes that between 1999 and 2008 only 10 such cases were known in five 

countries. Since then, legal cases have increased by 1100% and spread out over 23 countries 

(ADF, 2017). This includes Belgium and the Netherlands. A preliminary assessment of the 

official stances of the Public Ministries of both countries show that they believe to be 

safeguarding public health through the total criminalization of all ayahuasca-related practices. 

This brings us to another point. Santo Daime ς even though it can be marked as the oldest - is 

not the only ayahuasca-related practice currently to be found in Europe. The last 5 to 10 years 

marks the beginning of an explosion of different ayahuasca-related activities in Europe and 

worldwide. 

One of my contacts was ware of around nine cases which are currently pending at the Dutch 

Public Ministry, involving people/organizations demanding the return of confiscated ayahuasca. 

These confiscations ς and possibly more - mostly took place at the international airport and, to 

my knowledge, only related to Santo Daime in two cases.4  This confirms a phenomenon that 

ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎǎ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άŀȅŀƘǳŀǎŎŀ ŘƛŀǎǇƻǊŀέ ό[ŀōŀǘŜ нлмтύΦ {ƛƴŎŜ ŀȅŀƘǳŀǎŎŀ Ƙŀǎ ƛǘǎ 

historical and cultural roots in the Amazon, the latter stands for the fast spread of people and 

organizations offering ayahuasca outside its natural habitat (the Amazon). By doing so certain 

people and organizations contribute to the creation of an entrepreneurial ecosystem (Peluso 

2017), mainly financed by westerners willing to pay substantial amounts of money for an 

experience (or even a training) with the beverage. When simply performing a search on Google, 

a dozen Dutch websites and facebook-pages can be found that offer ayahuasca-session outside 

any religious or therapeutically accredited context, where prices range from 140 euros to 999 

ŜǳǊƻΩǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ƳƻŘǳƭŜΦ /ŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀƭƭ-

ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ǊŜǘǊŜŀǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀȅŀƘǳŀǎŎŀ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ǊŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƻ мрлл ŜǳǊƻΩǎΦ  

For public authorities, the entrepreneurial ecosystem around ayahuasca, together with the 

apparent concerns regarding public health, constitute substantial proof to prohibit ayahausca 

on national level. This is a legitimate concern, which has recently been (re)iterated in both a 

                                            
4 During the last two months of my research I became aware of two more confiscations, related to a 
Santo Daime church, and an invited indigenous spiritual leader, putting the nu mber at 4.  
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Dutch and Belgian newspaper (Volkskrant and De Standaard, 2017). According to experts ƛǘΩǎ ŀ 

matter of waiting for an accident, as a number of self-appointed shamans are unable to 

adequately act when a participant would have difficulties during their experience with the 

beverage. From the point of view of Santo Daime churches, the recent rising attention to the 

twofold concern of public health and commercialization of ayahuasca has exacerbated their 

relatively tolerated and/or legal presence of the past two decades. Both in Belgium and the 

Netherlands, Santo Daime has already been present since the 90ies. Now, as various safeguards 

exist within the churches to assure the health of participants, and the non-commercialization is 

one of the central ethical principles in their church, there is a genuine fear that judicial 

authorities will not differentiate Santo Daime from commercialized or unsafe ayahuasca-related 

activities.  

1.4. Theoretical debate and key concepts 

1.4.1. The drug war paradigm 

As mentioned, the creation of a hegemonic international drug control regime of the 20th 

century constited a compromise between states and pharmaceutical interests. Yet, Tupper 

notes that this regime did not produce the anticipated termination of non-medical psychoactive 

ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǳǎŜΦ wŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƳŜ Ƙŀǎ άǎǇŀǿƴŜŘ ŀƴŎƛƭƭŀǊȅ ƘŀǊƳǎέ ŀƴŘ άŦƻǎǘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ǇŜŎǳƭƛŀǊ 

discursive frame deeply entrenched in much of civil society, a drug war paradigm that seems to 

preclude ready comprehension, appreciation, and toleration of entheogenic practices such as 

ceremonial ayahuasca drinkiƴƎέ (Tupper, 2011, p130).5 This falls in line with general critique 

among academics that the international drug control regime is set on thŜ ΨŘǊǳƎǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǘƘǊŜŀǘΩ 

discourse, and that its pursuit of a drug-free world entails a zero-tolarence approach which, in 

practice, easily subordinates other primary goals of modern states and the UN itself. (Barret, 

2010; Crick, 2012). The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) submits ǘƘŀǘ άŀ 

system appears to have been created in which those who fall into the web of addicition find 

themselves excluded and marginalised from the social mainstream, tainted with a moral 

ǎǘƛƎƳŀέ (UNODC, 2008, p11; Barret, 2010, p141).Even though ayahuasca is not addictive, 

Tupper describes the drug war paradigm as a general belief system in which psychoactive 

ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ όŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǳǎŜǊǎύ ŀǊŜ άƳƻǊŀƭƭȅ ǳƴǘŜƴŀōƭŜέΣ thereby justifying extreme measures of 

                                            
5 The term  entheogen or sacred plant  means òto generate god withinó in Greek, and is used to denote 
òvision producingó substances employed òin shamanic or religious ritesó. (Blainey, 2015) 
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social control, including the denial of human rights, ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜΣ ƛƴǘƛƳƛŘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǊǊŜǎǘǎΣ ŜǘŎΧ Φ 

The paradigm that established the moral untenability of practices involving entheogens simply 

presumes that such substances are hallucinogenic and/or inherently harmful. As such, their use 

is often criminalized or pathologized as abuse or addiction. Furthermore, it is presumed that 

these substances are imbued with agency, in the sense that they have the capacity to override 

human free will. (Tupper, 2011).  

The most intrinsic characteristic of the drug war paradigm is perhaps the stereotypic 

categorization of all psychoactive substance used outside modern biomedical spheres. For 

example, little to no distinction is made between coca, opiuƳΣ ¢I/Σ 5a¢Σ ǇǎƛƭƻŎȅōƛƴΣ ŜǘŎΧΣ 

which are generally considered to be inherently dangerous, posing a general and serious risk to 

public health. Yet, the scientific and rational foundations for these indistinct presumptions are 

often based on an absence of evidence, pour or outdated evidence and/or a lack of 

contextualization. To that regard, a group of European scientists concluded in 2009 that the 

scheduling of substances is not in lign with the current scientif knowledge, making the 

discrepancy insurmountable unless the parameters completely changed. The current system is 

therefore considered to be unworkable, obsolete and counterproductive due to tensions and 

inconsistencies (Bewley-Taylor, 2013). Furthermore, as modern drug laws and policies are 

ontologically predicated by understanding drugs through a mere biochemical and 

psychopharmacological analysis, this results in the denial of the cultural construction of 

ayahuasca by its various users, who refer to the beverage as a medicine, a sacrament and a 

άǇƭŀƴǘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊέ ό¢ǳǇǇŜǊΣ нллуύΦ  

Various authors pleed for alternative policies to counter the obvious weaknesses, tensions and 

negative consequences related to the current paradigm (Haden, 2004; Tupper, 2008; Barrett, 

2010; Crick, 2012; Labate and Feeney, 2014). With particular regard to entheogens, it is already 

an immense challenge to shift the debate in modern Western drug policies and laws away from 

the threat based rhetoric, towards meeting the aims of the UN (being security, development 

and human rights). According to Barret, this demands a relocation of individuals and 

communities to the centre of drug policy by considering appropriate responses on a more local 

and cultural level (Barrett, 2010). Tupper proposes a reconceptualization of ayahuasca as  a 

άǘƻƻƭέ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ŀ άŘǊǳƎέΣ ŀǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ 

nuanced way (Tupper, 2008). Blainey offers a similar perspective, arguing that άthe misuse of 

powerful psychoactive substances (i.e. outside of ritualized, clinical, or other normalized 
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ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎύ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀƪƛƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǎǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƻƻƭΣ ƭƛƪŜ ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŎŀǊ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ 

ƭƛŎŜƴŎŜέΦ !ǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ ǳǎŜŘΣ the author laments that the current culture of 

prohibition fails to recognize the verdict of empirical scholarship that haǎ άŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴƭȅ ǎƘƻǿƴ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǎȅŎƘƻǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀōƭȅ ƳƛƴƛƳŀƭέ ŀƴŘ άŜƴǘƘŜƻƎŜƴǎ 

Ŏŀƴ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǇǎȅŎƘƛŀǘǊƛŎ ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜǎ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ǘƘŜǊŀǇŜǳǘƛŎ ǎŀŎǊŀƳŜƴǘǎέ (Blainey, 2015, p299).  

1.4.2. New Religious Movements (NRMs) and religious freedom 

Yet, the challenge for the recognition of religious freedom for Santo Daime seems to be 

particularly difficult, as it is double-layered. Not only is ayahuasca a brew containing a 

prohibited substance, but is the religious freedom of a minority religious group, or a New 

Religious Movement (NRM), put to the test in Brazil and in Western societies. More particularly, 

it seems easy to confuse Santo Daime for being a άǎŜŎǘέ ƻǊ άŎǳƭǘέ, in the sense that this religious 

movement is likely to (intentionally or not) cause harm to individuals and society. It is true that 

such categorizations can dehumanize the adepts of a religion ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ άōŜŎƻƳŜ ƭŀŘŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ 

ǇŜƧƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ Ŏƻƴƴƻǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƪŜǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƧǳŘƎŜ ŀ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻƴ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ 

ƳŜǊƛǘǎέ (Olson, 2006, p97). Particularly when considering that a religion makes use of a 

psychoactive substance whose legal status is a highly debated one, it are exactly the courts of 

Western countries that play a major role in defining the religious rights of Santo Daime. This in 

a societal framework where security and religious freedom are gradually seen as incompatible 

and mutually exclusive terms (Ferrari, 2006).  

 

1.4.3. The judicialization of religious freedom 

 

The need for an objective assessment on the legitimacy of a (foreign) New Religious Movement 

and the correct application of specific anti-drug laws involves considerable discretion on the 

part of the judicial system, which carries a degree of ultimate authority and responsibility in 

determining acceptable behavior. Richardson refers ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άƧǳŘƛŎƛŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳέ 

to explain the important normative function of the courts in defining and enlarging the meaning 

of religious freedom in Western countries. He also warns that judges and jurors may act 

discriminatory toward religious minority groups, in particular that they are liable to accept 

questionable evidence in support of their own biases and prejudices towards such groups and 

their practices (Richardson, 2015 and 2016). To that regard Brems and Lavrysen note that the 
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correct use of information is a critical to prevent the alienation of minorities from legal and 

judicial authorities (Brems and Lavrysen, 2013). Even though limitations can be set on the 

ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ƻŦ bwaΩǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻƴŎƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΣ the European 

Court of Human Rights emphasizes that άŀ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ǿƘƛŎh ensures the fair 

treatment of people from minorities and avoids anȅ ŀōǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴέ (S.A.S. vs. 

France, 2014) This can be a particularly challenging exercise in the case of Santo Daime, where 

the drug war paradigm considers ayahuasca as a prima facie dangerous and harmfull substance.  

As such, the key concepts that underline the theoretical debate on the legitimacy of the 

religious use of ayahuasca within the current international drug control regime, in this study, 

are (i) Drug war paradigm 6, (ii) New Religious Movements and (Harmful) Sectarian 

Organizations, and (iii) Judicialization of religious freedom. 

1.5. Aims of this study 

In Brazil, Santo Daime is considered a legitimate and traditional religious practice. Having this in 

mind, the second chapter of this thesis starts with ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ {ŀƴǘƻ 5ŀƛƳŜΩs history, with 

particular regard to the social and legal difficulties related to its use. This in order to understand 

better how the process leading up to legal recognition of Santo Daime relates to the above-

mentioned drug war paradigm, and how this belief system has been relieved to give way to an 

alternative understanding on the risks and benefits on the religious use of ayahuasca. Since 

Santo Daime members are generally healthy individuals, many of whom credit ayahuasca for 

having inspired them to lead a more wholesome lifestyle, this contradicts and draws into 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ άŀŘŘƛŎǘƛƻƴέ ŀƴŘ άŀōǳǎŜέΣ ǊŜƭƛŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ƛƴ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŘǊǳƎ 

legislation (Blainey, 2015). As such, it will be explored how the current Brazilian legal 

framework distinguishes ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ άǳǎŜέ ŀƴŘ ƛƭƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ άŀōǳǎŜέ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ psychotropic 

substance.  

Since Santo Daime is a transnationalized religious phenomenon, the institutional framework is 

also transnational, creating ties between churches around the globe that operate within 

different legal systems. Understanding the legal processes and regulations that govern 

ayahuasca-religions in their country of origin (Brazil) subsequently allows for a concrete analysis 

                                            
6 The general belief system which pervades the international drug control regime, in which psychoactive 
ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ όŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǳǎŜǊǎύ ŀǊŜ άƳƻǊŀƭƭȅ ǳƴǘŜƴŀōƭŜέ, which in turn justifies extreme measures of social control, such 
ŀǎ ƛƴŦǊƛƴƎŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜΣ ƛƴǘƛƳƛŘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǊǊŜǎǘΣ ŜǘŎΧ Φ 
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of legal cases concerning Santo Daime in Belgium and the Netherlands. Chapter 3 will explore if 

and to what extent Tupper is right in stating that ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ άŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

international drug control regime and its underlying drug war paradigm are (in)capable of 

represting the brew as anything other than an unequivocably bad, illegal drugέ ƛƴ ²Ŝǎtern 

society (Tupper, 2011, p144). To conclude, a contrast will ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ .ǊŀȊƛƭΩǎ policy 

approach towards ayahuasca and those in Belgium and the Netherlands, as part of Western 

society. The evidence used in legal proceedings will be compared to the actual 

academic/scientific knowledge and my own observations on the transnational instutional 

character of churches, to discuss and determine if and to what extent questionable evidence is 

ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ōƛŀǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜƧǳŘƛŎŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀȅŀƘǳŀǎŎŀ ŀƴŘ bwaΩǎΦ Furthermore, before 

the conclusions,  a brief exploratory overview is given on how the Belgian/Dutch Santo Daime 

churches are adapting, or have adapted, to legal difficulties. 

Such a research can be summarized in the following two questions: 

¶ What are the differences between the legal processes of (against) Santo Daime 

in Brazil, Belgium and the Netherlands 

¶ How do and/or have Santo Daime churches responded to these legal issues in 

these countries? 

 

1.6. Research subjects, methodology and choice of field research 

In order to understand better the choice of research subjects, a brief historical overview of the 

expansion of Santo Daime is necessary.  

1.6.1. Brief history  

Historically, the religious community of Santo Daime (Portuguese for άHoly Give-Meέύ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ 

from the rubber camps of BrazƛƭΩǎ !Ƴazonian hinterlands during the 1930s. Raimundo Irineu 

Serra, or also called Mestre όάaŀǎǘŜǊέύ Irineu, is the founder of this religious doctrine. He claims 

to have received divine instructions after an encounter with the Virgin Mary during an 

ayahuasca-session with an indigenous healer. It is speculated that this indigenous healer might 

have been Samuel Piyanko, spiritual leader of the Ashaninka tribe. Santo Daime had become 

formally institutionalized in 1963 with the creation of the Centro de Iluminação Cristã Luz 

Universal όά¦niversal Light Centre for Christian IlluminationέύΣ better known by its abbreviation 
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CICLU. 

After the passing of its founder in 1971, different groups have been formed in a process best 

compared to the branching of a tree. Starting at the roots of Santo Daime with CICLU, now 

there are 15 different institutionalized branches in Brazil alone, forming different legal entities 

while still remaining part of a tradition-bound religious community.7 One of the branches most 

important in this study formally registered as Igreja do Culto Ecléctico da Fluente Luz Universal 

(άChurch of the Eclectic Cult of the Universal Flowing Lightέ), and is best known as ICEFLU. 

Formed by the charismatic leader and direct disciple of the founder, Sebastião Mota de Melo, it 

was this branch that has been primarily responsible for the internationalization of Santo Daime 

during the 1990s. Like in Brazil, differing opinions on leadership and religious practice have led 

to a further branching of the tree at (inter)national level. As the religious practice of Santo 

Daime naturally expanded to other continents, Belgium and the Netherands were one of the 

first countries to have installed churches in the 90s. I focus on the four biggest churches, of 

which 3 are related to ICEFLU, and one works independently.  

- ICEFLU churches 

Céu dos Ventos (Den Haag) and Céu da Santa Maria (Amsterdam) are two churches situated 

in the Netherlands, and are the only two churches of my research that enjoy legal recognition. 

Both of the churches have been founded in 1999 and are led by Dutch people. Céu da União 

(Gent) is a Belgian church founded in 1985 by a Belgian woman. Currently it is led by another 

Belgian couple and their activities have been prohibited in Belgium after a criminal case in 

2015. Afterwards, they continued to organize their congregations in the Netherlands. 

At the core of the organizational structure of ICEFLU lays their mother church, called Céu do 

Mápia, situated in Amazonas, Brazil. Founded in 1983, Mapiá is not just a church, but also a 

village with a religious community of over 700 peopleΦ L/9C[¦Ωǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛble for 

the daily functioning of the entire (trans)national structure, including the task of providing 

ayahuasca to their daughter-churches (affiliations) overseas. 

 

 

                                            
7 For the genealogical overview of Santo Daime branches, see 
http://a familiajuramidam.org/os_filhos_de_juramidam/genealogia.htm 

http://afamiliajuramidam.org/os_filhos_de_juramidam/genealogia.htm
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- Casa de Cura Mestre Irineu (CdCMI) 

This is a church led by a Brazilian/Belgian couple from Sorocaba (Brazil), where they learned 

all about Santo Daime in a church called Céu Sagrado. Having moved to Belgium around 2004, 

they started organizing Santo Daime works in Belgium around 2007. In 2011, the couple 

founded Casa de Cura Mestre Irineu (CdCMI) and started operating in Heinkenszand 

(Netherlands) in the hope to enjoy better legal protection. They are currently working closely 

together with Benki Piyanko, a spiritual leader of the Ashaninka tribe in Brazil. Interestingly, 

this is the grandson of Samuel Piyanko, the shaman who ς reportedly - introduced Raimundo 

Irineu Serra to ayahuasca. 

Infographic on the evolution of these different branches of Santo Daime: 

 

Figure 8: infograph on the history of the branches  
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1.6.2. Methodology 

The first part of this thesis treats the history of Santo Daime in Brazil. Since its foundation 

takes place in the first half of the 20th century, the only available method for this part has 

been the study of the few academic literature and books available. Luckily, a comprehensive 

biography has been written on the life of Mestre Irineu, in which much information can be 

found. Ever since the passing of Mestre Irineu in 1971, and more so since the foundation of 

Céu do Mapiá, more information is available in academic studies and books. With regard to 

the legality of Santo Daime in Brazil, the existing academic research offered a good basis for 

conducted interviews with several members serving in respective functions of the churches. 

This gave me more insight in the current and historic legal recognition. Besides that, various 

information could be found on the internet and the website of ICEFLU, and I have had the 

opportunity to receive internal documentation with regard to its structure and functionings, 

especially with regard to international transport of ayahuasca. For the side of CdCMI, all the 

information gathered comes from field research, interviews, and the websites related to their 

activities, as no academic research has previously been done on this church. 

For the analysis of legal cases in Europe (Belgium and the Netherlands), I derive my 

information mostly from court cases and other legal documents, interviews and personal 

presence at court hearings. To contextualize this information in the theoretical debates 

concerning άbŜǿ wŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ aƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎέ and the άwar on drug paradigmέ, academic research 

has been revised. 

1.6.3. Field research 

The field research has been conducted both in Belgium, the Netherlands and Brazil. A total of 

24 (in)formal interviews have been conducted, and Annex 1 gives an overview on who, when 

and where. The field research in Belgium and the Netherlands mostly consisted of interviews 

at the homes or a coffee bar with the church leaders or fardados. My interest for this topic 

ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǎǇŀǊƪŜŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǘŀƭƪ ǿƛǘƘ L/9C[¦Ωǎ ƭŀǿȅŜǊ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǘ 

hearing of January 24, 2017 in Haarlem, the Netherlands. During the construction of my 

proposal, between the period of March 23 and May 25, 2017, and after my return from Brazil, 

further interviews have been conducted. Whereas the essential (and used) information 
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derives from these interviews, a part of the knowledge I acquired for writing this thesis also 

stems from my personal observation and participation in the  rituals of all the Santo Daime 

churches of the leaders I interviewed. I explain this personal involvement further. 

The field research in Brazil, between May 25 and August 15, 2017, has taken me to five 

different states in Brazil, namely Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, Minas Gerais, Acre and Amazonas. 

In this last state I visted the mother-church of ICEFLU, called Céu do Mapiá, the heart of the 

religious institution most responsible for the international expansion of Santo Daime. I 

ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ǘƻ aŀǇƛł ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άWǳƴŜ CŜǎǘƛǾŀƭέ ŦǊƻƳ но ǳƴǘƛƭƭ ну ƻŦ WǳƴŜ ŀǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

increase my chances of being able to meet with the principal actors responsible for the 

institutional organization of ICEFLU, and so it did. Starting from Rio de Janeiro, a three-day 

travel (through air, land and water) took me to the community, where I arrived the 11th of 

June and stayed until the 28th of June. During my three week stay I had a chance to get to 

know the community, meet local residents, interview all relevant actors, participate in a feitio 

(the ritualistic process of preparing ayahuasca) and attend the official Santo Daime rituals (or 

άworksέ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ internally). Afterwards, I also visited CICLU ς Alto Santo, the 

original church of Mestre Irineu, where I had the opportunity to exchange words with the 

Public Prosecutor of the State of Acre, who is also a daimist. Another noteworthy part of my 

trip, between July 18 and 25 took me to the private terrain of CdCMI in Sete Barras, São Paulo. 

A European group of 37 people had just arrived at the airport of São Paulo to participate in a 

feitio for one week. After visiting the lawyer and environmental consultant of ICEFLU in the 

center of São Paulo, I participated in the feitio and used the opportunity to understand better 

the ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ άƭŜƎŀƭ ǿƻǊǊƛŜǎέ of CdCMI.  
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2. Santo Daime in Brazil: A history of persecution and legal recognition 

2.1. Raimundo Irineu Serra: Founder and Mestre of Santo Daime 

2.1.1. The search for opportunity 

May 26, 1930, marks the date of the first religious ritual of Santo 

Daime. Held in the outskirts of Rio Branco, the capital of the 

Brazilian State of Acre, most notable is that the ritual was 

officially opened and led by Raimundo Irineu Serra, commonly 

referred to as Mestre Irineu ( or Master Irineu). Born in the town 

of Sao Vicente Férrer in 1890, in the north-east State of 

Maranhão, Irineu Serra, as a black man and grandson of slaves 

without formal education, decided to move towards the 

Amazonas around 1909 in pursuit of employment opportunities 

in the rubber-extraction. The demand for rubber on the 

international market suddenly exploded (coming to represent 40 

percent of the Brazilian income through export) and a great 

migratory flow occurred from the north-east to the Amazon (Moreira and MacRae, 2011; 

Loures de Assis, 2017)  This period, also referred to as the first national rubber boom, ended 

after the first decade of the 20th century. Brazil had lost its hegemony in rubber production 

after the British ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ άōƛƻ-ǇƛǊŀǘŜŘέ ǊǳōōŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀƴǘŜŘ ƛǘ ƛƴ aŀƭŀȅǎƛŀ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŜǎǎ cost and 

more productivity. The immigrants of the north-east were often left in precarious health 

situations, having to deal with malaria, tuberculosis, malnutrition, leprosy, various 

ŘŜǊƳŀǘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΣ ŜǘŎΧ ŦƻǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǎƘŀƳŀƴƛǎƳ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭy the only option 

of treatment. It was in this socio-economic context that the configuration of Santo Daime came 

to take place, as this migratory process simultaneously stimulated an intense cultural and 

religious exchange between caboclos, Indigenous Peoples, settlers and the military (Loures de 

Assis, 2017).   

2.1.2. ¢ƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛƻƴΥ ŀȅŀƘǳŀǎŎŀΩǎ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǊƻƻǘǎΦ 

In 1912 Irineu Serra arrived in Acre, having already worked in the rubber economy and in the 

Comissão de Limites (or Commission of Limits), the organ responsible for demarcating the 

territory of Acre, where he served as a frontiersman between 1910 and 1912. During his work 

as a frontiersman, he had moved regularly along the borderlands of Brazil, Peru and Bolivia 

Figure 9: Raimundo Irineu Serra  
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occupied by mestiço and indigenous communities within which ayahuasca was regularly 

ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜŘΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ LǊƛƴŜǳ {ŜǊǊŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀȅŀƘǳŀǎŎŀ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƻƻƪ ǇƭŀŎŜ 

within an indigenous ritual, but the testimonies with regard to which pajé (or healer) of which 

indigenous tribe introduced him to ayahuasca are not uniform. Daimista tradition tells of Irineu 

{ŜǊǊŀΩǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ŀȅŀƘǳŀǎŎŀ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ 5ƻƳ tƛȊŀƴƎƻ όŀƭǎƻ 5ƻƴ tƛȊƻƴύΣ ŀ 

Peruvian ayahuasquero whose knowledge and practice claimed a direct line of descent from 

the mythical Incan king Huascar. Yet, Dawson subsequently points out that initiatory 

associations with the Incan heritage is beyond historical confirmation, and Moreira and MacRae 

further note that it is not sure whether the person (or spiritual entity) of Dom Pizango would be 

responsible for the initiation of Irineu Serra (Moreira and MacRae, 2011; Dawson, 2013).  

Among the possibilities, more recently the voice of Benki Piyanko submerged in the discussion,  

who said that his (now deceased) grandfather, Samuel Piyanko, had first given ayahuasca to 

Mestre Irineu, who had stayed in the their village for a while and received a series of 

revelations (Labate and Coutinho, 2014). This testimony deserves due attention by academics, 

as it derives credibility from at least three points of view. Firstly, Samuel and Benki Piyanko are 

Ashaninka (indigenous) 

people, whose origins lay 

in Peru and their ethnicity 

has historic relation with 

the Inca empire (Pimenta, 

2005). Secondly, it needs 

to be understood which 

village Benki is talking 

about. The village of Benki 

is situated along the 

Amônia river near 

Marechal Taumaturgo, in 

Acre, at the border with 

Peru. A study explains that 

the Ashaninka have been 

living there before the arrival of the 

seringeiros. However, an academic study shows that Samuel Piyanko, acknowledged by the 

Figure 10: The Ashaninka of the Amônia river  
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Ashaninka as a great chaman or sheripiari, supposedly only moved to the Amônia river at the 

end of the 1930s with his wife, and lived in the Ucayali region of Peru before that (Pimenta, 

2015). Thirdly, ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƘȅƳƴŀƭǎ ƻŦ aŜǎǘǊŜ LǊƛƴŜǳ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άtŀǇŀƛ {ŀƳǳŜƭέΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ 

might be reference to the biblical prophet Samuel, it might just as well be a reference to 

Samuel Piyanko. Other, to my opinion less credible, claims have risen as well. Therefore, not 

denying the legitimacy of any claim, it must also be considered that Irineu Serra could have 

become friends with various indigenous pajés after being initiated to ayahuasca by one of 

them. Between 1914 and 1918 he was single and free to frequently travel in the region to 

dedicate himself to knowing ayahuasca chiefs (chefes ayahuasqueiros) and learn how to make 

the beverage (Moreira and MacRae, 2011). It was during that time that the most important 

ŦƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ {ŀƴǘƻ 5ŀƛƳŜ ƻŎŎǳǊΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳ LǊƛƴŜǳ {ŜǊǊŀΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 

both a healer and Mestre. The most remarkable story has been told by Luiz Mendes do 

Nascimento, disciple of Master Irineu and highly respected across the Santo Daime 

community8. It goes as follows: 

ά¢he next time, after drinking the Daime [ayahuasca], he arranged himself so that he could see 
the moon. It was a full or almost full moon and the night was a clear, very beautiful, when the 
visions became strong, he looked toward the moon and saw her coming, until she came very 
close to him, before stopping at rooftop height. Within the moon he saw a beautiful woman 
seated. She was so visible that everything was defined to the smallest detail, even her 
ŜȅŜōǊƻǿǎΦ {ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΥ  Ψ5ƻ ȅƻǳ ŘŀǊŜ ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ƳŜ {ŀǘŀƴΚΩ ό---ύ Ψ5ƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜ 
has ever ǎŜŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ƴƻǿΚΩ (---ύ Ψ²Ƙŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ŜǾŜǊ ǎŀǿΣ ƻƴƭȅ ȅƻǳΦ 
bƻǿ ȅƻǳ ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜΣ ǿƘƻ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ L ŀƳΚΩ CŀŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǳŎƘ ƭƛƎƘǘΣ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΥ Ψ¸ƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŀ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ 
DƻŘŘŜǎǎΦΩ Ψ¢ƘŜƴ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǿŜƭƭ [she said], now you are going to undertake a diet in order for you to 
ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ǿƘŀǘ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳΦΩ ό---) After the diet, she came to him as clear as the light of day 
and said that she was ready to attend to his request. He asked that she make him one of the 
best healers in the world (---) [and] that she combine everything to do with healing in the drink 
[i.e. ayahuasca] (---ύ ΨLǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŘƻƴŜ ώǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘϐΣ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŀƴŘǎΦΩέ (Dawson, 2013, 
p11) 

Even though the founding stories are more rich and plenty, this one marks as fundamental in 

the sense that it affirms the common perception among daimists that the religious doctrine of 

{ŀƴǘƻ 5ŀƛƳŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴǾŜƴǘŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ άǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘέ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ Ψ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ DƻŘŘŜǎǎΩΣ ŀƭǎƻ 

                                            
8 See www.mestreirineu.org/luiz.htm  

http://www.mestreirineu.org/luiz.htm
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ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ψ²ƘƛǘŜ aƻƻƴΩΣ ǘƘŜ ΨvǳŜŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CƻǊŜǎǘΩΣ ǘƘŜ Ψ±ƛǊƎƛƴ aŀǊȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨhǳǊ [ŀŘȅ ƻŦ 

LƳƳŀŎǳƭŀǘŜ /ƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΩΦ  

2.1.3. Circulo da Regeneração de Fé (CRF) and persecutions. 

During that same time, around 1913, Irineu Serra and two friends, André and Antônio Costa, 

had founded a religiously oriented group called  Circulo da Regeneração de Fé (CRF, or Circle of 

Regeneration of Faith), also known as the Centro da Rainha da Floresta (or Queen of the Forest 

Centre), where ayahuasca was used during the encounters. The reunions of CFR were already 

characterized by certain difficulties that become more present in the history of Santo Daime, 

namely its tense relationship with society and with authorities, mainly produced through the 

stigmatization of ayahuasca and its users (Loures de Assis, 2017). At the time, the police had an 

ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƭŜƎŀƭƭȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǿƛǘŎƘŎǊŀŦǘέΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǊŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

black people were drinking ayahuasca - seen as a venomous substance - sufficed to define it as 

such. So, to avoid police raids they organized their reunions on various locations, even passing 

the border of Brazil into Peru and Bolivia. Yet, this strategy had not kept the police from 

intervening. In order to cover-up the real reason for their reunion, they would prepare the 

place in such a way that they could quickly close the session and act like they were dancing in 

order to mislead the police. However, this also had not worked every time. The persecution 

came to such an exacerbated level, that Irineu Serra took a shot in the hand while getting away 

from the Bolivian police who had raided a reunion of CRF. The gunshot wound left him a 

permanent scar that was even registered in his identity documentation, and was probably one 

of the main reasons for Irineu Serra to leave Brasileia for Rio Branco, Acre, where he settled 

indefinitely (Moreira and MacRae, 2011). Yet, while he had left Brasileia, he had also left CRF, 

for which two other reasons might have motivated him. Namely the lack of transparency in the 

accounting of CRF and/or disputes concerning leadership of the group (Loures de Assis, 2017).  

2.1.4. The first Santo Daime church in Acre: CICLU (Alto Santo) 

On the 2nd of January 1920, Irineu Serra arrived in Rio Branco and joined the Police Force three 

days later. As such, at the age of 29 years old, he enters military life for the third time. It also 

marks an important inversion of roles in his life, where he went from being persecuted by the 

police to becoming a member of that same institution. During the nine years he worked in the 

Police Force, he continued his study with ayahuasca discretely, on his own and free from 
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persecution, which was further facilitated by the natural abundance of the vine and leaf in the 

region. In the early 1930s, Irineu Serra retired with the rank of corporal from the territorial 

guard, and participated in the construction of a new settlement along with farmers and former 

rubber tappers. He opened his first Santo Daime rituals together with other people, and 

constructed his humble house according to a local technique generally known as wattle und 

daubΦ CǊƻƳ мфол ǳƴǘƛƭ мфопΣ ƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ 

then left behind him to become a full-time farmer. From that moment on Irineu Serra came to 

be considered as Mestre, and the ritual repertoire of Santo Daime developed as to how it is 

known today. Still, even during the initial years of developing the ritual repertoire, he worked 

discretely and even hidden. His group further developed with a predominance of black and low-

ǎŎƘƻƻƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǿƘƻƳ ŎŀƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǊǳōōŜǊ ōƻƻƳ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ άwǳōōŜǊ ²ŀǊέ ǘƘŀǘ 

started in 1940. The international demand of rubber ς reaching its peaks in WWII from 1942 

until 1945 ς had displaced around 55.000 people towards the Amazon for work. Due to the 

precarious and hard working conditions, these slave-workers were/are often referred to as 

άwǳōōŜǊ {ƻƭŘƛŜǊǎέΦ !ŦǘŜǊ мфпрΣ ǘƘŜ ¦{Σ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ŀƴŘ CǊŀƴŎŜ ƘŀŘ ƭƻǎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǊǳōōŜǊΣ 

leading to a new crisis and exodus of former rubber soldiers to cities such as Rio Branco. 

(Moreira and MacRae, 2011; Loures de Assis, 2017).  

During that time the values of order, patriotism, positivist scientism and white eugenics were 

preached throughout Brazil. Within this political-cultural framework, the community of Mestre 

Irineu, primarely constituted by blacks or mestizos, users of an indigenous beverage with 

supposed magical powers, became a victim of even more severe prejudice. Mestre Irineu was 

ŀŎŎǳǎŜŘ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ άƳŀŎǳƳōŜƛǊƻέ (a worker of black magic) who put spells on people to 

ƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ άƻǿƴέ ǘƘŜƳΣ ƻŦ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƻǳǇƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΣ ŜǘŎΧ Φ 

Furthermore, accusations were made with explicit reference to articles 156, 157 and 158 of the 

Criminal Code which, at the time, forbade the practice of illegal medicine and magic, referring 

to curandeirismo (a general term for alternative healing praŎǘƛŎŜǎύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ άǾŜƴƻƳƻǳǎ 

ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜǎέΦ Lƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƛǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ŀ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŦƻǊǘȅ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ŀǊƳŜŘ ǇƻƭƛŎŜƳŜƴ ƘŀŘ 

surrounded the house of him and his wife, after which the lieutenant entered, woke him up and 

put a gun to his head. This action, resulting in a quick in-and-out of jail, was based on the 

above-mentioned prejudices and false accusations. Luckily, during his work in the Police Force 

he and Manuel Fontenele de Castro became a good friends. Fontenele had a successful military 

career, even reaching the post of Colonel. This was later followed by a political career in which 
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he had been re-elected as Governor and General Secretary of the Federal Sate of Acre three 

times. When Mestre Irineu got sent to jail, Fontenele had sent an order to the local police 

ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƻǳŎƘŜŘ ŀ ƘŀƛǊ ƻƴ aŜǎǘǊŜ LǊƛƴŜǳΩǎ ƘŜŀŘΣ ǘhey would have to deal with him 

(Moreira and MacRae, 2011). The growing popularity of Santo Daime combined with escalating 

persecution led Mestre Irineu to accept a donated piece of land by the then Governor of Acre, 

named Guiomar dos Santos, who had also been instrumental in safeguarding Mestre Irineu and 

his religious community from the 

attention of the local Police Force. 

The donated land was named 

ά!ƭǘƻ {ŀƴǘƻέΣ ŀƴŘ today still serves 

as the headquarters of the original 

Santo Daime church Centro de 

Iluminaçao Cristã Luz Universal 

(CICLU, or Universal Christian Light 

Illumination Centre), founded 

around 1940 (Blainey, 2013).   

In the book of Moreira and 

MacRae it becomes further clear 

that, even though outbreaks of 

ǇŜǊǎŜŎǳǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ aŜǎǘǊŜ LǊƛƴŜǳΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ мфпл 

and 1971 he had acquired some social capital with well-placed public figures which granted an 

increasing sense of security to Santo Daime as a religion. By the time of his passing, on 6 july 

мфтмΣ aŜǎǘǊŜ LǊƛƴŜǳΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ wƛƻ .ǊŀƴŎƻ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ōƻǘƘ ŀ Ŧƻƭƪ ƘŜŀƭŜǊ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƴ ƻŦ 

deep-seated wisdom. He had secured both an enduring religious legacy and widespread public 

ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΤ ŀǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ƳƻǳǊƴŜǊǎ ŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭ ŦǊƻƳ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŀΩǎ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ 

including government representatives and the high society of Rio Branco (Dawson, 2013). 

Today, when visiting the Alto Saƴǘƻ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ōǳǎ ƭƛƴŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άLǊƛƴŜǳ 

{ŜǊǊŀέ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Estrada Raimundo Irineu Serra (Raimundo Irineu 

Serra Street). Upon arriving, the final resting place of Mestre Irineu could be visited, a beautiful 

and recently renovated tomb in marble. The new tomb was inaugurated in 2010, the same year 

ǘƘŀǘ aŜǎǘǊŜ LǊƛƴŜǳ ƘŀŘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎǘƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǘƛǘƭŜ ƻŦ ά!ŎǊŜŀƴ /ƛǘƛȊŜƴέ ōȅ ǘƘŜ [ŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛǾŜ 

Assembly (Moreira and MacRae, 2011). There is also an archive about him in the museum and, 

Figure 11: Mestre Irineu during a Santo Daime ritual in "Alto Santo"  
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since 2006, Alto Santo became a historical and cultural patrimony of the State of Acre, and an 

άarea ƻŦ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴέ όhƭƛǾŜƛǊŀΣ нлммύΦ As such, the name of Raimundo Irineu 

Serra still echoes deeply in Acrean society and the religio-cultural legacy he left behind is 

honored with pride. 

2.2.  Sebastião Mota de Mello 

2.2.1. Disciple of Mestre Irineu and founder of ICEFLU 

Sebastião Mota de Mello was born 

in the Upper Juruá Valley of the 

state of Amazonas, and there 

became a renowned canoe maker 

and healing practitioner in the 

Spritism of the Kardecist 

tradition.9 In 1957, he had moved 

to Acre with his family. Suffering 

from a long-term liver condition, 

he arrived seriously ill at the 

church of Mestre Irineu in 1965, 

and took part in a ritual called 

Concentration. According to Mota 

de Mello, he had been 

miraculously cured during this first ritual (Mortimer, 2000). He immediately  started to attend 

all the works of Mestre Irineu, and over time his sons, wife and other family members all 

becoming members of CICLU - Alto Santo. Still, from the land where Mota de Mello lived with 

his family, known as Colônia 5000 (or Colony 5000), it was a very long walk to Alto Santo, and 

they often arrived with hurt feet and dirt on their white clothes at church or back home. 

Regular participation was a substantial effort and Mestre Irineu gave them permission to both 

organize certain Santo Daime rituals and produce Daime (ayahuasca) on their land, half of 

which was then sent to Alto Santo. After the passing of Mestre Irineu, a dispute of leadership 

arose between Leôncio Gomes, the (then) new leader of CICLU - Alto Santo, and Mota de Mello. 

As a result, Mota de Mello established Colony 5000 as a completely independent daimist 

                                            
9 Dawson, p20 

Figure 12: Sebastião and Rita Mota de Mello (husband and wife)  
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community and claimed to succeed Mestre Irineu as the spiritual head of Santo Daime 

(Dawson, 2013). As such, Mota de Mello, also called Padrinho (Godfather) Sebastião by his 

followers, was the first one to break the hegemony of Alto Santo, reason for which Loures de 

Assis refers to him as the great trickster of Santo Daime. From that point on many Ψ{ŀƴǘƻ 5ŀƛƳŜ 

ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎΩ have submerged, in which the multiple manifestations of this religious doctrine form 

a tense field of discussion and dispute with regard to tradition, legitimacy and narratives 

(Loures de Assis, 2017).  

In any case, it is undeniable that Padrinho Sebastião is most responsible for the expansion of 

Santo Daime beyond its traditional borders of the Amazon region, as he adopted a very liberal, 

open and expansionist attitude towards newcomers from all parts of Brazil and the world. In 

1974, envisaging greater legitimacy, this branch officially institutionalized their new religious 

organization under the acronym CEFLURIS (in English, Eclectic Centre of Flowing Universal Light 

Raimundo Irineu Serra). More recently they changed their name to ICEFLU (in English, Church of 

Figure 13: The daimist community Colony 5000, Padrinho Sebastião and Madrinha Rita in the middle  
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the Eclectic Cult of the Fluent Universal Light) At the time, the people attending the Santo 

Daime rituals in Colony 5000 were growing fast in number, and the first non-Acrean and non-

Brazilian visitors had also arrived in light of exploring the effects of this mysterious beverage 

ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀȅŀƘǳŀǎŎŀΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǎȅŎƘƻŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ōȅ άƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎέ ǿŀǎ 

characteristic to the countercultural movement of the 70s, and internally these groups of young 

άǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ ǎŜŜƪŜǊǎέ ŀǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŀōŜƭǳŘƻǎΩ όƭƻƴƎ-ƘŀƛǊŜŘύΣ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǳƭƛǎǘŀǎΩ 

όǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴŜǊǎύ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻŎƘƛƭŜƛǊƻǎΩ όōŀŎƪǇŀŎƪŜǊǎύ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨƘƛǇǇƛŜǎΩΦ  

In 1980, Padrinho Sebastião moved his community north onto a former rubber plantation 

known as Rio do Ouro, in the state of Amazonas. However, its occupation was disputed by an 

industrial corporation claiming ownership of the land, forcing the community to move 

someplace else. The hardships related to starting anew and moving from one location to 

another ς definitely not easy in this region ς was repeated. In 1983, the community had 

resettled 150 kilometers further and constructed a village from scratch, in the middle of the 

Amazon forest of the National Reserve of Inauini-Pauini, called Mapiá (Dawson, 2013). Today, 

this is the spiritual center of the Santo Daime movement of ICEFLU, receiving many visits from 

outsiders and managing the institutional aspects of the (inter)national religious expansion, but 

also the local institutional aspects of the village itself, which has around 700 residents.  

2.2.2. The experimental phase 

In distinguishing the new historic phase of Santo Daime at the hands of Padrinho Sebastião, I 

agree ς in general terms ς with the distinction Loures de Assis makes. He argues that the first 

phase can be called the canonic phase, represented by the life of Irineu Serra in which the 

ŘƻŎǘǊƛƴŜΩǎ ƭƛǘǳǊƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ Ǌƛǘǳŀƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƴŀǊƛƻǎ όƻǊ ƘȅƳƴŀƭ ōƻƻƪǎύ ŀƴŘ 

various sacred symbols are adopted. This is the phase where the core, the primordial canon of 

Santo Daime is established. The separation of Padrinho Sebastião from Alto Santo in 1974 

marks the beginning of a new phase which he refers to as the experimental phase (Loures de 

Assis, 2017).  There are various reasons for that. Labate rightly points out that the ICEFLU 

ōǊŀƴŎƘ ǎƘƻǿǎ ŀ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ ƻŦ ΨƳƛǎŎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ {ŀƴǘƻ 5ŀƛƳŜ ǿŀǎ 

ŀǇǘ ŦƻǊ άŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΣ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƳƛȄƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴǎΣ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƴg 

elements of theiǊ ŎƻǎƳƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ Ǌƛǘǳŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜέ ό[ŀōŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ [ƻǳǊŜǎ ŘŜ !ǎǎƛǎΣ нлмт, p63). This, 

together with the highly charismatic personality of Mota De Mello, explains perhaps better why 

this branch was susceptible to their leading role in the international expansion of Santo Daime.  
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More particularly, it suffices to draw attention to the fact that the line of Padrinho Sebastião 

had a particular interpretation of the religious rituals inherited from Mestre Irineu, as they 

added to them ritual elements borrowed from Kardecist Spiritism and Afro-Brazilian religions. A 

particularly sensitive issue with regard to the legal and ethical legitimacy of Santo Daime is that 

Padrinho Sebastião also sanctified the consumption of cannabis, referring to it as άSanta 

Mariaέ. 

2.2.3. The (inter)national expansion of Santo Daime 

During a meeting in 1982, Sebastião Mota had agreed to allow affiliations and groups of Santo 

Daime in other parts of Brazil, and it was also decided to call their new mother-church Céu do 

Mapiá. Three pioneers had received 5 liters of Daime (ayahuasca) to initiate their works in the 

urban centres of the south-east region (Loures de Assis, 2017).10 As such, Santo Daime, which 

began among mostly poor, marginal Afro-.ǊŀȊƛƭƛŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜǎǘƛȊƻΩǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜƴ ǎǇǊŜŀŘƛng to white, 

middle-class populations in urban Brazil and, quickly after, other countries. Of course, Santo 

Daime was receiving increasing (negative and positive) attention as its character went from 

regional to national and international. By the time of PŀŘǊƛƴƘƻ {ŜōŀǎǘƛńƻΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻƴ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ 

20thΣ мффл ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ǘŜƴ άdaimist ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎέ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ƳŀȊƻƴ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΣ 

in Brazil. Interestingly, by that time Santo Daime had already reached other countries as well, 

including Belgium and the Netherlands. As such, άthe rapid expansion of Santo Daime, both 

geographically and in terms of its broader social and political repercussions, has transformed 

this relatively small, localized, and tradition-bound religious community into a heterogeneous, 

transnational phenomenonέ (Labate and Loures de Assis, 2017, p57). Orginally conceived in the 

Amazon, Dawson notes that Santo Daime is now fully integrated in the alternative religious 

scene of Western-late modernity, and is orchestrated by an urban-professionŀƭ Ψnew 

middƭŜŎƭŀǎǎΩ ƳŀƧƻǊƛty. (Dawson, 2013). 

 

 

 

                                            
10 Namely Fernando de La Rocque (anthropologist and founder of Céu do Planalto, Brasilia), Paulo Roberto Silva e 
Souza (psychologist and founder of Céu do Mar, Rio de Janeiro) and Alex Polari de Alverga (writer and founder of 
Céu da Montanha, Rio de Janeiro) 
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2.3. Historic overview of the legal process of Santo Daime in Brazil 

2.3.1. Reflections on the international prohibition of ayahuasca 

As mentioned in the introduction, the question remains whether natural plants containing DMT 

(such as the Psychotria Viridis leaf) and their decoctions (such as ayahuasca) actually do fall 

under the 1971 convention. Brazil, Belgium and the Netherlands are all party to the Vienna 

Convention on the Law of Treaties (VCLT). This treaty lays out the international rules for 

interpreting treaties in good faith. It is clear out of their reading that preparatory works may be 

ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ άƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ meaning to be given 

to the terms of the treaty in their context and in the lighǘ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜέ ό!ǊǘƛŎƭŜ 

31 and 32 of the VCLT). As such, the following articles and documents can help answer the 

question. 

¶ Article 14(2) of the Illicit Traffic Convention 

 άŜŀŎƘ ǇŀǊǘȅ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ƛƭƭƛŎƛǘ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŜǊŀŘƛŎŀǘŜ 

Ǉƭŀƴǘǎ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƴŀǊŎƻǘƛŎ ƻǊ ǇǎȅŎƘƻǘǊƻǇƛŎ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΣ Χ Σ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ ƛƭƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅΦ ¢ƘŜ 

measures adopted shall respect fundamental human rights and shall take due account of 

traditional licit use, where there is historic evidence of such use, Χ ά. Even though ayahuasca is 

ƴƻǘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ŀƴȅ ŜǊŀŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ŘƻŜǎ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀ ōŀǎƛǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ¦bΩǎ 

concern for fundamental human rights to use plants with psychotropic properties, like 

ayahuasca, which have been used for decades or centuries within indigenous and religious 

healing practices.  

¶ The UN Conference for the adoption of a Protocol on Psychotropic Substances 

In one of the plenary meetings leading up to the 1971 Convention, the American representative 

noted that it was not worth attempting to impose controls on biological substances from which 

psychotropic substances could be obtained (UN plenary meeting, 1971). It serves to remember 

that any attempt in doing so will likely have a devastating impact on biodiversity and 

animal/human life. 

¶ Commentary on the Convention on Psychotropic Substances  

This document provides the original commentary to the 1971 Convention, and is thus the key 

tool for interpreting its articles. In the commentary on article 32 of the convention it is 
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ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǇƭŀƴǘǎ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘΣ ŀƴŘ ς it is submitted ς are also not likely to be, listed in 

Schedule 1, but only some products obtained from ǇƭŀƴǘǎΦ όΧύ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

plants from which psychotropic substances are obtained is not controlled by the Vienna 

/ƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΦέ Furthermore, it is noted that άǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ {ŎƘŜŘǳƭŜ L ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƻŦ 

a substance (such as DMT or psilocybin) does not mean that the substance itself is also included 

ǘƘŜǊŜƛƴ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜΦέ It 

then clarifies ǘƘŀǘ άƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƻǿƴ όŦǊǳƛǘΣ ƳŜǎŎŀƭ ōǳǘǘƻƴύ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŜȅƻǘŜ ŎŀŎǘǳǎ nor the roots 

of the plant Mimosa Hostilis (an infusion of the roots is used) nor Psylocybe mushrooms 

(beverages made from such mushrooms are used) themselves are included in Schedule I, but 

only their respective principles, mescaline, DMT and psilocybine όǇǎƛƭƻŎƛƴŜΣ Ǉǎƛƭƻǘǎƛƴύέ ό¦b 

Commentary 1971, p387). 

¶ Letter of the INCB to the Dutch Public Ministry 

In January 2001 the Chief Inspector of the Dutch Public Ministry, Dr. Lousberg, asked a formal 

question to the INCB concerning the traditional use of a controlled substance, in particular the 

use of ayahuasca in religious groups in the Netherlands. After a consultation by the INCB 

Secretariat with the Scientific Section and the Legal Advisory Section of the United Nations 

International Drug Control Programme (UNDCP), it was concluded that άno plants (natural 

materials) containing DMT are at present controlled under the 1971 Convention on 

Psychotropic Substances. Consequently, preparations (e.g. decoctions) made of these plants, 

including ayahuasca are not under international control and, therefore, not subject to any of 

the articles of the 1971 Conventionέ (INCB, 2001). 

Out of the above-mentioned, it is fairly obvious that the Banisteriopsis caapi, the Psychotria 

viridis, (the two plants used to make up the beverage) and ayahuasca itself (being a decoction 

clearly distinct from its active principle DMT) fall outside the scope of the convention and are 

not (intentionally) prohibited by international law. However, this does not stand in the way of 

national ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŘŜŎƛŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ άmore strict or severe measures of control than those provided by 

this Convention if, in its opinion, such measures are desirable or necessary for the protection of 

ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜέ (1971 Convention, article 23). Also, as none of the above-

mentioned interpretations are binding, any judge deciding on a case involving ayahuasca may 

choose to consider that the brew is prohibited. 
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2.3.2. Brazilian national drug framework 

In Brazil, the Executive branch of the Federal Government has been authorized by law to 

classify drugs. As such, this task is performed by the Ministry of Health, currently named 

Agência Nacional de Vigilância Sanitária (ANVISA, or National Health Surveillance Agency) and 

previously named Divisão Nacional de Medicamentos (DIMED, or National Health Surveillance 

Agency). In the absence of explicit legal controls, it is the Conselho Nacional de Políticas sobre 

Drogas (CONAD, or National Council on Drug Policies) that helps guide the enforcement of 

Brazilian drug law through resolutions (Labate and Feeney, 2012). The religious use of 

ayahuasca is currently regulated through such a resolution. 

2.3.3. The first nation-wide prohibition and liberation 

As mentioned, the activities of Mestre Irineu had not been free of stigmatization and 

prosecution since its inception. From a highly vulnerable social position, it is said that his 

constant conciliatory posture towards government institutions significantly contributed to the 

survival of his religion. As the (regional) respectability for Mestre Irineu grew over time, so grew 

the respectability for Santo Daime. The two were intrinsically linked. As becomes clear in his 

biography, he considered the beverage, the way of preparing it, the doctrine, and the religious 

institution (which he was leading at the time) as a part of himself (Moreira and MacRae, 2011). 

However, the local respect for Santo Daime (still permeating Acrean culture today) was quickly 

put to the test on national and international level, as its practice and influence increased in 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ .ǊŀȊƛƭ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨулƛŜǎΦ ¢ƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘΣ ƛǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜƎŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ 

regarding the religious use of ayahuasca nearly always included (or reflected on) two other 

ayahuasca-religions that were born in Acre, namely União do Vegetal (UDV) and Barquinha.  

The first national attention towards Santo Daime occurred in September 1981, when the 

Ministry of Justice decided to create a multidisciplinary commission consisting of, among 

others, a psychologist, an anthropologist, a historian, and a sociologist. This commision had to 

investigate the religions whose primary practice consists of the ceremonial use of ayahuasca. 

Even though the results of this commission were positive, in February 1985 DIMED added 

Banisteriopsis caapi to the list of psychoactive substances. Yet, this decision was taken without 

consent of the Conselho Federal de Entorpecentes (CONFEN, or National Council on Narcotics), 
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the predecessor of CONAD, 

and the organ to which 

DIMED answered. Strong 

reaction came from the 

UDV, who addressed a 

petition to CONFEN 

contesting the classification 

(Labate, 2014). They argued 

that not a single study had 

been done on ayahuasca 

use, and that the evaluation 

on the legitimacy of 

ayahuasca could not be 

solely based on a quick 

study of its chemical compounds (Belmonte Dos Santos, 2016).  

 As a reaction, through Resolution 04/85, CONFEN established an interdisciplinary Grupo de 

Trabalho (GT, or working group) to study the religious use of ayahuasca. The GT was led by Dr. 

Domingus Bernardo de Sá, a jurist who during many years was the main spokesperson of the 

CONFEN. It included representatives from several other government agencies and from 

different scientific fields such as history, anthropology, sociology, philosophy, theology, 

medicine and psychiatry (Küfner, Rabe and Sonczyck, 2007). Yet, at the very start of the 

research, Mr. Felipe Belmonte Dos Santos, the lawyer of the UDV, had received an official letter 

where CONFEN had signed and approved the prohibition of ayahuasca in Brazil. Reason being 

that ayahuasca may evolve into a synthetic drug, which would create more problems for the 

Federal Police. Dos Santos then adviced the officials of CONFEN that the announcement of the 

prohibition should be accompanied by a communication to the Minister of Justice, asking for 

money to build prisons. He argued that a prohibition would not stop people from using 

ayahuasca, because it actually brings benefits, and as such should be incentivized (Belmonte 

Dos Santos, 2016). Afterwards, CONFEN had retracted their resolve to prohibit, and decided to 

visit the different communities of the ayahuasca-religions. At the start of 1986 then, the GT had 

recommended the provisional suspension on the ban of ayahuasca until they would finish their 

ǿƻǊƪΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ƻƴ !ǳƎǳǎǘ нсΣ мфутΣ ǘƘŜ D¢Ωǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ 

Figure 14: Padrinho Sebastião is called on to explain his religious 
practices (between 1981 and 1983) 
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declassification of B. Caapi from the list of prohibited substances, and authorized ƛǘǎ άǊƛǘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǳǎŜέ ό[ŀōŀǘŜΣ нлмпύΦ The report specifically mentioned it did not treat the question on 

cannabis, and concluded, among others, the following:  

ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀŦŦƛǊƳ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜŎǳƭƛŀǊ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 
ǳǎŜǊǎ ƻŦ ŀȅŀƘǳŀǎŎŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨǿƻǊƪǎΩ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ƘŀƭƭǳŎƛƴŀǘƻǊȅΣ ƛŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŜǊƳ ƛǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǘƻ 
understand folly or mentally insane. Instead, in all the groups we visited, we observed a 
rigorously common project: the search for the sacred and self-knowledge. It is also not up to 
the GT to define whether the way sacredness or self-knowledge is experienced is illusory, 
reverie or fantasy, as meanings other than hallucinatory. (---) Moral and ethical behavior 
towards existing and recommended patterns in our society are, sometimes even in a very rigid 
way, observed in the different sects. Obedience to the law seemed always highlighted. The 
followers of the sects seem happy and tranquil people. Many testify to family reorganizations, a 
ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀƴ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ DƻŘΣ ŜǘŎΧ Σ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
ǘƘŜ ōŜǾŜǊŀƎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ Ǌƛǘǳŀƭ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǘǳǊō ƻǊ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ 
on the social life of the followers of the different sects. On the contrary, it seems to guide them 
in searching social happiness within ŀƴ ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘέ ό/hbC9bΣ мфут, p29). 

For these reasons, and many more, CONFEN later approved the recommendation to declassify 

in an official meeting. DMT remained (and still remains) a prohibited substance in Brazil. 

2.3.4. The Letter on Principles for Ayahuasca-using Entities: common compromise  

In November 1991, the UDV internally established common procedures and ethical guidelines 

on the use of ayahuasca to further strengthen their (at the time, still vulnerable) legal and social 

legitimacy in Brazil. The reach of this document expanded beyond its original intent. One year 

later it was signed by representatives of seven of the main ayahuasca-using religious groups at 

the First International Ayahuasca Congress in Rio Branco, Acre, November 1992. Thus, 

interestingly, the groups had taken steps to self-regulate ayahuasca use through formal 

parameters, as had been constantly recommended by Dr. Domingos Bernardo de Sá, of the 

CONFEN commission (Labate, 2014). In the letter itself, which has no legal status, explicit 

statements are made against the inclusion of other substances in ayahuasca rituals and its 

commercialization. Beyond that, certain rules concerning the (ritual) forms of use are further 

elaborated, such as, for example, that no one can leave the church before the end of the ritual. 

Strangely, the letter was not adjusted for the inclusion of indigenous peoples and their use of 

ayahuasca. Nonetheless, this period of cooperation and mutual compromise between various 
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representative groups of ayahuasca-religions is characterized ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǇƘŀǎŜέ (Loures 

de Assis, 2017). 

2.3.5. Re-investigations on the religious use of ayahuasca 

In 1992, the legal process suffered quite a hick-up when an anonymous complaint had been 

filed against ayahuasca churches.11 This led to the formation of a new GT by CONFEN which, at 

the end of their analysis, qualified the cƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘ ŀǎ άŀŎŎǳǎŀǘƻǊȅ ƘȅǎǘŜǊƛŀέ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

there were no reasons to alter the previous decision of CONFEN of 1987. According to Labate, 

this report was practically a manifesto on religious tolerance and agaiƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ άŦŜŀǊ ƻŦ 

ƘŀƭƭǳŎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴέ ό[ŀōŀǘe, 2014). Nonetheless, ten years later, the continuing expansion and 

transnationalization of Santo Daime produced new complaints. A Grupo Multidisciplinar de 

Trabalho sobre a Ayahuasca (GMT, or Multidisciplinary Working Group on Ayahuasca) was 

established, which included government officials, researchers and representatives from the 

ayahuasca groups (Labate and Feeney, 2012). The six researchers, among others, came from 

disciplinary fields such as anthropology, pharmacology/biochemistry, psychiatry, and law. 

Furthermore, the GMT had the support of the Secretaria Nacional Antidrogas (National Anti-

drug Secretary) and various advisors from CONAD, including Dr. Domingus Bernardo de Sá 

(CONAD, 2006).  The GMT met periodically and produced their final report in 2006, which was 

ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ /hb!5Ωǎ wŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ нлмлΦ 

2.3.6. The 2010 CONAD resolution 

In 2002, reference was already made to the Technical Note 003/2002 of the ANVISA, which 

affirms the legitimacy of the use of ayahuasca within cultural and spiritual rituals in Brazil. Yet, 

it also refers to the recent materials and warnings they have received which confirm the use of 

ayahuasca outside of permitted contexts, therey justifying the required intensification of 

control by CONAD. (Labate, 2014). In this way, the GMT started by taking into account the 

historical process that led to the recognition of the legitimacy of ayahuasca-religions and, in 

light of the rising concerns around the ayahuasca diaspora and its άƴƻƴ-ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭέ ǳǎŜΣ considered 

                                            
11 The complaint stated that (i) church members number some ten million fanatics concentrated in urban centers, 

(ii) the UDV mixed ayahuasca with LSD or similar drugs, (iii) adepts are initiated into slave labor and forced 

donations, (iv) children are terrified by horrific visions; and (v) these religions pose a threat to national security, as 

they could possibly be a counter-attack of the urban guerrillas. (Labate, 2014). 
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it a necessity to explore and construct further the deontology related to its use. The 2010 

resolution is the result of that effort. Firstly, it is mentioned that the GMT expressed its 

recognition for its constitutional obligation to protect popular and indigenous manifestations 

and to guarantee the right to religious freedom. Interestingly, the legal grounds for recognizing 

the religious use of ayahuasca are not restricted to the national/constitutional level.  

With regard to the question if ayahuasca is prohibited by international law, Brazil has openly 

ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ Lb/.Ωǎ ƴƻƴ-binding interpretation that no plants or preparations from plants 

containing DMT are controlled by the 1971 convention. (CONAD, 2010; INCB, 2001). The 

inclusion of such a consideration on international level signals the influence, in Brazil, of the 

expansion and the use of ayahuasca abroad (Loures de Assis, 2017). Interestingly, on the 

national level, not only the constitutional obligation to respect the collective right to religious 

freedom is highlighted, but also the individual right to intimacy, private life and image of its 

users. As such, the personal autonomy of individuals who choose to drink ayahuasca in a 

legitimate religious setting is also granted a significant importance. 

2.3.6.1. Deontological principles 

For the exploration of the ethical principles related to ayahuasca use, the GMT had searched to 

consolidate and explore further the self-regulatory efforts made by certain groups of the 

ayahuasca-religions. Special attention was given to the 1991 Letter on Principles for Ayahuasca-

using Entities, and after a year-long debate, priority had been given to the following principles: 

1. Practices outside ritual context and/or the use of illicit psychoactive substances 

The resolution clearly states that it intends to ratify the legitimacy of the religious use of 

ayahuasca as a rich, ancestral and cultural manifestation which, because of the relevance of its 

historic, anthropologic and social value deserves protection by Brazil. For this reason, the 

resolution tries to avoid practices that endanger the legitimacy of the traditionally recognized 

and protected religious use of the beverage. This includes, according to the resolution, the use 

of ayahuasca associated with illicit psychoactive substances and/or its use outside the ritual 

context. 
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2. Commercialization 

The acts involving ayahuasca, from the harvesting/collection of plants and its preparation to its 

storage and ministration, are recognized as acts of faith as long as they are done out of religious 

conviction. Once any act is done with the purpose of gaining profit, it becomes incompatible 

with the religious use that entities recognize as legitimate and responsible. Still, 

commercialization of ayahuasca must not be confused with the costs and payment of expenses 

related to the planting, harvesting, transportation and preparation of ayahuasca. Such 

maintenance costs are supported by the user community, and it is considered evident that they 

can vary depending on the region of production, the quantity of adepts, the facility (or 

difficulty) of acquiring the raw material (vine and leaf), whether the church has its own 

Ǉƭŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ƛǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊŜǎǘǎΣ ŜǘŎΧ Φ Lǘ ƛǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ 

costs have been shared through the member contributions that are paid to the religious 

institution. As such, the members are responsible for the maintenance of the religious 

organization, which includes expenses of the production of ayahuasca, and with the provision 

of regular accounts.  

3. Sustainable and ethical ayahuasca production 

It is considered that the religious entities should search to cultivate and prepare ayahuasca, in 

principle, for own use. They have to become auto-sustainable through the cultivation of their 

own plantation. In this process sustainability must be a priority, as the use of native plants from 

the Amazon Forest presumes ecological responsibility in the extraction of plant species. When 

the entity does not have its own cultivation of raw material, and there is no way of obtaining it 

in the native forest, it is possible to obtain it from a third party through payment of the costs 

and expenses. It must be avoided that groups or entities dedicate their activities mainly or 

exclusively to the production of ayahuasca for third parties, as this would be seen as 

commercialization.  

4. Tourism and diffusion of information 

Tourism as an act of commercialization ς where the main objective is profit through the 

exploitation of the effects of ayahuasca - must be avoided. Then, with regard to the diffusion of 

information through publicity or other means of communication, it is considered essential that 

ayahuasca is not promoted as a panacea, meaning a (miraculous) solution or remedy for all 
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difficulties or diseases. Evidently, offering paid courses or workshops under such pretexts are 

strictly forbidden. 

5. Therapeutic use 

The resolution mentions that the therapeutic use traditionally attributed to ayahuasca within 

religious rituals is not therapy in the strict sense, as it is primarily seen as an act of faith without 

any proven relation between the cause and effect between ayahuasca and healing or the 

solution of problems. Therefore, the State does not intervene in the conduct of persons, groups 

or entities that make use of ayahuasca in a strictly religious context. Subsequently, CONAD 

recognizes that people use ayahuasca for strictly therapeutic purposes and confirms that such 

use is not regulated. Therefore, it recommends that the effectiveness of all therapeutic uses of 

ayahuasca (perhaps in combination with other substances) have to proven by means of 

scientific research carried out by research centers linked to academic institutions, obeying 

scientific methodologies. This way, the recognition of the legitimacy of such practices can count 

on the support and proof of the scientific community. 

6. Organization of entities 

CONAD states that the responsible religious use of ayahuasca presupposes the presence of 

experienced persons who can deal with the various aspects of this practice, namely: the ability 

to discern the plant species and to prepare the drink, to recognize the appropriate moment to 

serve it, to discern the persons to whom its use is not recommended, in addition to all aspects 

connected to ritualistic use and according to their spiritual orientation. Therefore, in order to 

create an environment that inspires more confidence for the religious practitioners, CONAD 

recommends that groups formally organize theirselves and legally register. This in turn 

consolidates the idea of responsibility, identity and social projection.  

7. Proceedings for the reception of new adepts 

Before giving ayahuasca to anyone, the church must take into account (i) previous mental 

issues, the (ii) current emotional state on the moment of use, and whether (iii) participants are 

not under the influence of drugs or other psychoactive substances. Furthermore, interested 

persons must be informed on all the conditions that are required to use ayahuasca. Prior to use, 

an interview must be conducted, orally or written, in order to determine the conditions of the 
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interested person and to give him/her all the necessary clarifications about the natural effects 

of the beverage. Once the ritual has started, CONAD recommends that participants are 

accompanied until the end of the ritual, and that the previously requested departure only be 

allowed in exceptional cases and with consent of the responsible. 

2.3.7. The legal power of the CONAD resolution 

Based on the research of Labate and Feeney, there seems to be no consensus on the exact legal 

power of this resolution. The provisions of this resolution can be seen as mere 

άǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎέΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎ ƻŦ 

control. Contrary to this, the resolution can also ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ōƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ .ǊŀȊƛƭΩǎ ŘǊǳƎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ 

law, which in turn would sanctiƻƴ ŀƴȅ ŘŜǾƛŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ wŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǇŀǊŀƳŜǘŜǊǎ ōȅ 

ayahuasca-religions or churches. The only consensus for the moment is that judges will 

determine how the resolution will be interpreted. The authors rightly point out that this could 

result in differing interpretations. Therefore, the legal process concerning the legitimate use of 

ayahuasca continues to be an on-going process (Labate and Feeney, 2014). 

2.3.8. Polarization and international expansion 

While Loures de Assis characterized the cooperative efforts in 1991, through the acceptance of 

the Letter on Principles for Ayahuasca-using Entities, as the integrative phase, this period ς 

seemingly ς lasted for about ten years. Although there have always been differences in opinion 

between the different ayahuasca religions and their branches, the same author argues that in 

нллм ǇƻƭŀǊƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭΣ ǘƘŜǊŜōȅ ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άŘƛǎǊǳǇǘƛǾŜ ǇƘŀǎŜέ (Loures de 

Assis, 2017). It is mostly the traditionalist coalition of Alto Santo, Barquinha and UDV that 

heavily criticize the ICEFLU branch of Santo Daime (Labate, 2014). From a legal point of view, 

two main issues are worth mentioning. Firstly, ICEFLU has adopted the sacramental use of 

Ŏŀƴƴŀōƛǎ ƻǊ ά{ŀƴǘŀ aŀǊƛŀέ within the ritual framework of Santo Daime, making it difficult to 

dissociate the search for legal recognition of the religious use of ayahuasca from the religious 

use of cannabis. This issue continues to generate immense internal dispute between ICEFLU 

and the more conservative branches of Santo Daime, UDV and Barquinha. The irreconcilable 

polarization can be attributed to the fact that Brazilian law prohibits the use of cannabis, and 

because the statutes of CICLU ς Alto Santo, signed and approved by Mestre Irineu, prohibit its 

use (Ferreira Junior, 2017). Moreover, on March 8, 2006,  Mrs. Gomes Serra, the widow of 
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Mestre Irineu who is currently still in charge of CICLU ς !ƭǘƻ {ŀƴǘƻΣ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άmany became 

selfish and began to cultivate substances and doctrinal elements of diverse origins in deep 

disarray with the essence of the doctrine they knew while they were with Raimundo Irineu 

{ŜǊǊŀΦέ12 

To that regard, Alex Polari, a central figure in ICEFLU carrying a great part of the responsibility 

for, among others, the legal processes regarding ICEFLU churches, has told me that the internal 

differences potentially stand in the way for a common effort to regulate the export of 

ayahuasca. This is the second issue. Even though Mr. Polari advocated for export rules in the 

various processes and meetings of the GMT leading up to the current regulation, one of its 

άweaknessesέ is that there are no formal rules on the export of ayahuasca towards the 

affiliations of ayahuasca-religions around the globe. This has already been slightly problematic 

when, in 2006, the federal health department of Canada had approved the use of ayahuasca by 

a Santo Daime church on the condition that official export-documentation could be provided by 

the Brazilian Government.13 Yet, the traditional branches, such as CICLU ς !ƭǘƻ {ŀƴǘƻΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

have an immediate interest in regulating export, as they never instigated ς nor intend to ever 

instigate - the expansion of Santo Daime. They simply want(ed) to secure the legal recognition 

of their religion in Brazil. Yet, the potential negative consequences of the global disordered and 

disorganized expansion of ayahuasca might have detrimental impacts on all ayahuasca-religions 

who carry a direct or indirect responsibility for the legal, ethical and institutional organization of 

their religious practices. This is plausible considering that commercialization and non-traditional 

use are phenomena that occur more easily in a non-regulated field of expansion, and are more 

likely to have negative results on individuals or society. Cosmo Lima de Souza, Attorney General 

of the Federal State of Acre and friend of the CICLU ς Alto Santo line of Mestre Irineu has given 

an alarming talk at the World Ayahuasca Conference in Acre in 2016, stating that:  

άΧǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƻŦ ƛǊǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ǳǎŜ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΣ ǿƘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ 
religious traditions. (---) I will not say that it is wrong to use ayahuasca in other ways. Our 
country is a free country, submitted to a constitution that ensure the freedom of worship. 
Whoever wants to use ayahuasca in a ritualistic way has every right to use her, but you have to 
observe the Brazilian law. You have to have a compromise with responsible use (---), you have 

                                            
12 http://www.mestreirineu.org/peregrina.htm 
13 I note that on June 15th ,2017, the respective Santo Daime church in Canada has received an exemption by the 
federal health department to import and use ayahuasca, making their religious practice ς and all the processes 
related to it - legal. (for more info see the website of Céu do Montréal: http://santodaime.ca/ ) 

http://santodaime.ca/
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to have a minimum of patterns concerning safety and orientation that respond to the 
responsibility that the State demands in order to authorize the use of a psychoactive substance 
that contains DMT, which is forbidden by criminal law. If done contrarily to this, we will have an 
extremely serious regress. Why? Because this subject, the legalization of ayahuasca, is debated 
in the National Congress, which is retrograde and conservative, and we are at risk in having this 
beverage prohibited for Indians, for whites, for urban use, for use by rubber tappers, no matter 
ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘǎ ǳǎŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜέ (Lima De Souza, 2016). 

Nonetheless, with regard to the export of ayahuasca in Brazil no significant problems have been 

registered up till now, as it is not considered an illegal substance. Also the churches I 

researched in Belgium and the Netherlands have not, over the past 20 years, suffered any 

significant problems with regard to the export of ayahuasca from Brazil, but rather with the 

import in their respective countries. Still, άwhilst nations may interpret the 1971 Convention 

differently, or enact stricter drug laws, issues surrounding importation and exportation are 

emerging as significant concerns, which will continue to color the debate about regulation and 

expansion of ayahuasca use. Brazil may be able to play a role in calming international disputes 

by developing internal regulations conceǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀȅŀƘǳŀǎŎŀέ (Labate and Feeney, 

2012, p157).   

2.3.9. Indigenous Peoples 

In general, Santo Daime is valued as a Christian doctrine while simultaneously being valued for 

its indigenous origins, thereby making it indeed a unique and authentic Brazilian and 

Amazonian religion. ItΩǎ ŦŀƛǊƭȅ ǎŀŦŜ ǘƻ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ aŜǎǘǊŜ LǊƛƴŜǳ ƘŀŘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀȅŀƘǳŀǎŎŀ 

by the hands of an indigenous ayahuasqueiro, and the indigenous aspect of Santo Daime is 

often evoked rhetorically to grant more legitimacy to its practice. During my research, I was 

told ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ 5ƻŎǘǊƛƴŜ [Santo Daime] was received by Mestre Irineu, but the beverage 

[ayahuasca] was received by the IndigenousέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘƭȅ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƳŜΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘǊǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

legal processes concerning άǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀȅŀƘǳŀǎŎŀ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴǎέ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ƛncluded indigenous 

tribes of the Amazon for whom this beverage is an essential part of the ancestral, spiritual and 

cultural heritage. It is only since the first decade of this millenium that the indigenous became 

involved in the urban ayahuasca scene. Various tribes started to realize multicultural festivals in 

their villages, attracting tourists and realizing workshops with ayahuasca for non-indigenous 

people. In general, it can be said that the ayahuasca scene is increasingly characterized by the 

Peruvian model, where retreats and ceremonies are promoted by caboclos and indians for the 
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middle class and foreigners, and Christian ayahuasca-churches lose their dominance. (Labate 

and Coutinho, 2014). 

¸ŜǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ άLƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ŀȅŀƘǳŀǎǉǳŜƛǊƻǎέ in the urban scenery is also marked by 

certain problems, such as the current trend of commercialization by unexperienced people 

pretending to be shamans. The politics of use in Brazil include the practice with ayahuasca in a 

religious context in urban centers and in indigenous communities. Yet, practice and discourse 

are often dissociated today, as any person that can put marks on his face, learn how to mix a 

powder with tobacco, and has access to a bottle of ayahuasca even without being indian, can 

present himself outside of Acre as a shaman. During the World Ayahuasca Conference, the 

Public Prosecutor of Acre considered this as a disrespect towards the idea of shamanism, 

towards indigenous culture, and towards the politics of use of ayahuasca in Brazil (Lima de 

Souza, 2016). Yet, there are actual Indigenous Peoples that started to integrate in the public 

debates on ayahuasca, which had not happened in the past fiteen to twenty-five years. One of 

the debates, as I have mentioned in the beginning of the historical chapter, is the claim for 

responsibility for having introduced ayahuasca to Mestre Irineu. A notable figure to that regard 

is Benki Piyanko of the Ashaninka tribe, who had also shook up the more recent debate on the 

patrimonialisation of ayahuasca in .ǊŀȊƛƭ ōȅ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ŀǊŜ άǘƘŜ ǘǊǳŜ ŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎ-

old bearers of the traditional knowledge related to so-called sacred plantsέ ό[ŀōŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ 

Coutinho, 2016, p234).  

As efforts were made by the more traditional branches of the ayahuasca-religions (CICLU ς Alto 

Santo, UDV and Barquinha) to make the beverage, just as in Peru, an immaterial cultural 

patrimony of the nation, statements such as these reflect the call for inclusion in decision-

making processes (Loures de Assis, 2017). This issue, among others, has been addressed by 

both traditional ayahuasca churches and indigenous peoples in the World Ayhuasca Conference 

2016, and the conclusions of both groups can be read in Annex 2. These debates are ongoing, 

and however interesting and pertinent for the strengthening of the legal situation of ayahuasca 

in Brazil, it is not within the scope of this thesis to elaborate on them. Rather, I would like to 

point out that indigenous peoples not only enjoy legal rights concerning the use of ayahuasca in 

Brazil, but also internationally. In the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

(UNDRIP, 2007)Σ ǘƘŜ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ !ǎǎŜƳōƭȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦b ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜ άǳǊƎŜƴǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ 

promote the inherent rights of indigenous peoples which derive from (---) their cultures, 

ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘƛŜǎΦέ !ǊǘƛŎƭŜ мм ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜƴ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
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άLƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǾƛǘŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǘraditions and 

customs. This includes the right to maintain, protect and develop the past, present and future 

manifestations of their cultures, such as (---ύ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛŜǎΦέ !ǊǘƛŎƭŜ мн ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ άǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘΣ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ and teach their spiritual and religious 

tradiǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŎǳǎǘƻƳǎ ŀƴŘ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛŜǎΦέ14 Also, in referring to traditional medicine systems of 

indigenous peoples and their ethical implications, the International Bioethics Committee (IBC) 

of the UNESCO notes that the correct application of UNDRIP depends on the consideration of 

two principles from the Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights adopted by the 

¦b9{/h DŜƴŜǊŀƭ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ нллрΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ƘŀƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǘƻ ŜƴƧƻȅ άǘƘŜ 

highest attŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ƻŦ ƘŜŀƭǘƘέ όŀǊǘΦ мпύΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ 

άŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇƭǳǊŀƭƛǎƳέ όŀǊǘΦ мнύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ άǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

knowledgeέ ό!ǊǘΦ мтύ όL./Σ нлмоύΦ 

                                            
14 Since ayahuasca forms part of the spiritual and religious tradition of certain Amazonian tribes, and since this is 
considered to be a traditional medicine, article 24 also mentions that άLƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
traditional medicines and to maintain their health practices, including the conservation of their vital medicinal 
ǇƭŀƴǘǎΣ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƴŜǊŀƭǎΦέ !ǊǘƛŎƭŜ ом ǘƘŜƴ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘǳǊƴ ōȅ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ άƘŀǾŜ the right to maintain, 
control, protect and develop (---) their traditional knowledge and traditional cultural expressions, as well as the 
manifestations of their sciences, technologies and cultures, including (---) medicines, knowledge of the properties 
of fauna and flora, oral traditions, (---ύΦέ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ оп ǊŜŀŦŦƛǊƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ άLƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ 
promote, develop and maintain (---)  their distinctive customs, spirituality, traditions, (---), practices, (---) in 
accordance with international human rƛƎƘǘǎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎΦέ 
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Figure 15: Tatá 
Yawanawa, the oldest 
pajé (shaman) of the 
Yawanawá community, 
who opened the 
Conference with the 
following words: "I would 
like to ask the Great 
Spirit ( --) that from this 
event we may become 
brothers". Tatá passed 
away shortly after  

Figure 17: Benki Piyãko talking at the World 
Ayahuasca Conference 

Figure 16: Prominent scholars, researchers and specialists 
discussing the question "of who is ayahuasca?" 


