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Module Description: Drugs form an integral part of human culture, with a wide range of 
medical, religious and recreational applications. They are often so central to social life that they are 
not identified as drugs and are differentiated from drugs used by ‘other’ cultures.  The control of 
such intoxicating substances has been a major social policy concern for several decades. In spite of 
a growing volume of research, policy responses both in the UK and in many other countries are 
failing to realise their own primary objective, and carry a large cost in collateral damage.  
 
In this module we will explore the role played by drugs in different societies, and follow the 
dissemination of different substances in the process of cultural encounters. The first part of the 
module will cover an historic analysis of the changing pattern of drug use within Western societies, 
beginning with the function of drugs as trading commodities as a trigger for capital accumulation, 
economic development, and as a source of state revenue at different stages in history. We will also 
look at the use of drugs among modern youth and sub cultures, as well as the response by the 
cultural mainstream.  
 
The second part of the module will consist of a broad comparison of use and function of different 
substances within different culture complexes, including coca in the Andean region, opium in South 
and Eastern Asia, cannabis in North Africa and the Caribbean, khat in the Horn of Africa. 
Development issues with regard to cash cropping and rural livelihoods will be covered and prepare 
the way for a consideration of the politics of drug control at an international level.  
 
Throughout, students will engage in a reflexive exercise on the definition of drug use and the use of 
such concepts as addiction, altered states, and the drug induced crime. The course will enable 
students to understand some of the dynamics of this complex and important social phenomenon.  
 
Learning Outcomes: Upon successful completion of this module students will have: 

• An understanding of the role of drugs in different cultural settings around the world  
• Knowledge of the relationship between consumption, altered states and the 

distinction between the sacred and the profane  
• An appreciation that the assessment of risk and danger of substances is largely 

determined by cultural values and the social framing of consumption  
• The ability to critically evaluate the social, cultural and biological effects of drugs  

 
Format:  The course consists of 12 sessions which are divided into lectures and 
seminars. Students are expected to participate in discussions of the key issues of 
each session, and to prepare summary presentations of key texts for each session.  
 
Assessment: The assessment for this module includes one 3000-word essay (20%), one oral 
presentation (10%) and a written examination (70%).  Instructions for coursework assignments 
(including deadlines for submission) will be distributed during the second week of term. 
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Special Needs: Students who have special needs to facilitate learning should make those needs 
known to the convenor of each module they are taking during the first week of the module. 
 
Attendance: In the Anthropology Department our regulation is that students who fail to attend 
50% of the seminars in one module will not be given any coursework mark for that module 
irrespective of whether coursework accounts for 20% or more of the final mark. A register of 
attendance at seminars will be kept.  
 
Late Coursework: Students should note that the Department of Anthropology has a new 
regulation, which prevents module conveners from accepting/marking coursework that is not turned 
in on time.  However, students who can provide the senior tutor with appropriate concessionary 
evidence may be granted an extension for turning in coursework.  If you do not have appropriate 
concessionary evidence any and all late coursework will receive a mark of 0. 
 
Plagiarism and Cheating:  A full statement of the university's definition of plagiarism and how it 
is treated within the university and of the Department of Anthropology's policy on plagiarism and 
the penalties - the most extreme of which is being asked to withdraw from the university - 
which might be incurred as a consequence of plagiarism are found on the Departmental web-site. 
       It is of the utmost importance that students constantly bear in mind the requirement that 
material and arguments that they are using in their essays and writing-assignments are properly 
acknowledged in the course of their writing. It is not, for example, sufficient simply to list items 
in a final bibliography: that would not be considered to constitute adequate acknowledgement 
of sources. The standard anthropological method of referencing (see relevant passages in the Essay 
writing section in the student handbook or in module handouts or consult any recent issue of the 
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute or, for BSc students the Journal of Human 
Evolution) shows you how to indicate your source material in the body of the text of your essay. 
These indications of sources should, it must be noted, refer not only to direct quotations but also to 
summaries and paraphrases and must include references to web-sites as well as any hard-copy 
written sources, articles, books, unpublished theses and dissertations, handouts and reports. 
 Other forms of academic deception, such as falsifying experimental results, concocting 
fictional interviews, will also, mutatis mutandis, be severely penalised. 
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Outline of lectures and topics covered 
1) Introduction 

• Anthropological approaches to drugs (Sherrat et al; Rhodes ) 
• Approaching topic as one that is not defined by problematic; reflexive; critical of policy 

and own assumption 
• Definitions and classifications of drug types (Schultes) 
• Ground rules, ethics and restrictions 
• Introduction to key concepts 1 - drugs and crime 
• Introduction to key concepts 2 – addiction 
• Themes: religion and spiritual dimension – pleasure and hedonism; production and 

capital accumulation; control and punishment;  
 
2) Drugs and human evolution 

• Hallucinogens and the missing link (McKenna) 
• Drug use in human evolution  
• Plant/human relationships 
• Entheogens 
• Shamanic techniques of ecstasy 
(Wasson; Fernandez; Rugley)  

 
3) Drugs in ritual 

• Ritual and rites of passage 
• The use of drugs in ritual – Fang (Fernandez) 
• Auto initiation by drug users (Loja) 
• Explaining the disappearance of drugs from religious ritual 

 
4) Alcohol  

• Origin and discovery (Goodman; Griffith Edwards) 
• Cultural Transmission  
• Commercialisation and production 
• Prohibition  

 
5)  Europe and the rise of soft drugs 

• Medieval spice trade (Schivelbusch) 
• Introduction of tea, coffee, cocoa and sugar (Mintz) 
• Class formation and differentiation – manners (Elias) 
• Capital formation, slave trade, taxation 
• Rationality and the role of science in discovering new drugs (Jay) 

 
6) Narcotics: Opiates 

• Opium in antiquity 
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• Recreational opium use in Rajastan (Coomber and South) 
• Opium in China (Zheng Yangwen; Dikotter) 
• Opium in early modern Europe (Berridge and Edwards) 
• Heroin as painkiller 

 
7) Stimulants: Coca and khat 

• Mama coca – coca leaf in the Andes 
• Spanish repression 
• Cocaine, Freud, early 20th century, 70s wonder drug, crack 
• Khat complex in Yemen/Ethiopia/Kenya 
• Globalisation – changes in culture of consumption 
(Coomber and South) 
 

8) Cannabis 
• Reports on cannabis – Scythians to assassins 
• Cannabis in India and Africa 
• Cannabis in the Caribbean 
• Counter cultural icon to normalisation 
(Mills; du Toit; Klein) 

 
9) Drug use in the West 

• Learning to become a cannabis user (Becker; Zinberg) 
• Counter culture and social protest (Finestone) 
• Taking care of business (Casey and Preble) 
• Drug dealing (Bourgoise) 

 
10) Drugs as a Development issue 

• Cultivating illicit substances – Afghanistan, Colombia, Caribbean 
• International agencies and certification 
• Drug use and HIV 
• Ideology and harm reduction 

 
11)  Cultures of control 

• Drug control in 19th century – rise of the professions 
• International diplomacy in early 20th century 
• Law enforcement – Anslinger 
• The criminalisation of drugs 1960 -1990 
• The war on drugs – costs, beneficiaries, results 
(McCoun and Reuter) 

 
12) Options for control 

• Arguments for drug control summarised 
• Problems emerging from system 
• Different drug control arrangements 
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(Transform; TNI) 
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Useful Websites: 
1. European Monitoring Centre on Drugs and Drug Addiction 
 
http://www.emcdda.europa.eu/ 
 
up to date reports on drug trends in all EU member states including UK; data sets on key indicators 
like prevalence, drug related deaths, treatment demand; protocols defining the instruments used for 
measuring drug use and related problems; EDDRA data bank on different projects across the EU in 
treatment and prevention 
 
  
 
2. World Health Organisation – www.who.dk/alcoholdrugs/relatedlinks/20020611_1 
 
Drug and alcohol related site – list of links to international organisations 
 
3. DrugScope http://www.drugscope.org.uk/ 
 
Leading independent UK centre on drug issues with acclaimed web site providing objective 
information on drugs 
 
  
 
4. Vaults of Erowid http://www.erowid.org/ - largest independent database on drugs based in the 
US and storing massive information sets on all drugs; organised into (i) pants & drugs (ii) mind & 
spirit (iii) freedom & law (iv) mind & culture.  There is a lot of information, some of it better than 
others 
 
                                    
 
5. Release http://www.release.org.uk/ the original drug helpline, strong on legal aspects of drug use; 
set up for drug uses and those working with them 
 
  
 
6. Transform http://www.tdpf.org.uk/ only UK organisation campaigning for legalisation of all 
drugs; sharp drug policy analysis and suggestions on how to regulate drug markets 
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7. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime http://www.unodc.org/unodc/index.html set up as 
secretariat to coordinate the international war on drugs; some good stats. Like the Afghan Opium 
Survey, and the World Drug Report 


