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COCA AND COCAINE: -
THEIR ROLE IN “TRADITIONAL”
CULTURES IN SOUTH AMERICA

Anthony R. Henman 2

This article examines altematives to the War on Drugs through
a comparative analysis of attitudes toward coca and cocaine in
South America. Two regions of traditional coca use and
cultivation — northwest Amazonas state in Brazil and the
department of Cusco in Peru — are compared to highlight the
differences between Peruvian and Brazilian attitudes toward
coca and ethnic identity. Formulations based on a rigid
dichotomy between “good” coca and “bad” cocaine are shown
to confuse morality with purely practical considerations. Rather
than a simple distinction between substances, the experience of
indigenous drug users in South America points toward greater
understanding of the importance of cultural valuesiin controlling
any kind of drug consumption, and recognition of the long-term
effectiveness of “user-friendly” strategies of prevention.

' Thc last two ‘decades have witnessed the rapid transformation of cultural
A attitudes toward coca and cocaine in South America, ‘Cocaine production,
originally a marginal phenomenon, has grown to perhaps the single most
important economic activity in the Andean region. The traditional use of coca
leaf, once a subject of interest only to a.small circle of biologists and -
anthropologists, has become a major issue of ethnic and national identity.
. Political and intellectual debate about this issue has not kept pace with -
economic and cultural changes. Drug prohibition, with its attendant climate of
- hysteria, has made it difficult and unpopular to question current policies. A
purely repressive approach to controlling the use of coca and its derivatives has
prevailed. In 1961, the United Nations Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs
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called for coca leaf chewing to be “phased out” in twenty-five years. Despite
cosmetic changes in the 1988 Single Convention, which recognized (albeit with
ambiguous wording) the legitimacy of “traditional uses,” the.concept of a “war
on drugs” continues to underpin most official thinking on this question. This is
ironic and even tragic, especially since prohibition has obviously failed to
prevent the spread of problematic drug use. For this reason, an alternative view
which stresses the importance of non-authoritarian cultural controls has ,
gradually been gaining ground, prompted by close observation of various forms
of drug use in their native settings, particularly the indigenous use of coca leaf.
Since the publication in 1978 of an issue of America Indigena (Volume 38[4]),
dedicated to the question of coca, a new consensus has emerged among
Andeanists which clearly separates coca from cocaine, and “traditional” types
of drug use from more “modern” and/or “alienated” forms.

It seems to me that a major contradiction underlies this formulation. While
it is true that coca and cocaine have distinctly different pharmacologies, it is one
thing to distinguish between drugs on a purely practical cost/benefit basis, but
quite another to engage in judgements of moral value. By definition, “informal”
or “cultural” controls on the use of drugs exist, to a greater or lesser extent, for

all forms of drug consumption. What distinguishes traditional uses from
- modern ones is not their inherent virtue, but the fact that they have had more
time to develop and coalesce. These considerations have prompted me to ask:
How far does the experience of the inhabitants of coca-producing areas actually

support the idea of a neat moral dichotomy between “good” coca and “bad”
cocaine? .

Ethni'éity, Coca and Cocaine .

The currently fashionable separation of coca and cocaine is based to a
considerable extent on a shared perspective regarding the nature of -ethnic
conflict. This view, developed particularly by the Brazilian ethnologists Darcy |
Ribeiro (1970) and Roberto Cardoso de Oliveira (1976), suggests that in any
case of “inter-ethnic friction,” the two principle variables are the nature of the | -
“economic fronts” which impinge upon Indian areas, and the structure, culture |
and history of contact of the indigenous societies themselves. |

A brief typology of both sets of variables shows that the coca and cocaine
issue involves either a high degree of complexity when viewed as ‘a single
phenomenon, or else an equally marked degree of geographical specificity when
examined on a case-by-case basis. For example, the external forces in a given

~area of coca production may involve ancient, pre-Inca patterns of trading
reciprocity between highland and subtropical zones, legal commercial -
monopolies such as Peru’s Empresa Nacional de la Coca (ENACO), some form |
of illicit cocaine business, and/or one of the more or less aggressive programs |
. of crop substitution and forcible eradication. The differentiation among |
“indigenous coca producers” is equally striking, ranging from the seminomadic |
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Maki on the Colombo-Brazilian border to the resettled miners and other
workers of urban origin in the Chapare region of Bolivia. ‘

This diversity suggests that an examination of inter-ethnic conflict must
consider the unique combination of factors in each particular zone of coca
production. In this, perhaps, the “cocaine cycle” is no different from previous
economic booms in the region, except for the fact that a traditional economic
activity has been sanctioned by law, thus becoming “illegal” in certair areas
while remaining “legal” in others, and in the vast majority of cases being subject
to a constantly changing definition influenced by the broader negotiation of
political power. . ,‘

It is here, in my view, that the current model of inter-ethnic conflict, and
hence the simple distinction between “good” coca and “bad” cocaine, prove
inadequate. The question is not one of simply opposing balanced, indigenous
forms of coca consumption and commercialization on the one hand and
“modern”/“capitalist” types of cocaine use and production on the other.
Considerable interpenetration in both discourse and practice has occurred in
the producing areas over the last two decades. For example, some Indians have |
taken a war on drugs position on the strict equivalence of coca and cocaine,
dectying the customs of their ancestors with as much virulence as any drug-war
" zealot. In contrast, some “capitalist” interest groups — drug traffickers,
government spokesmen, serious doctors, as well as transparent demagogues —
have raised the banner of traditional coca use, in different contexts and for
differing purposes. In short, there is a circularity in the distribution of
representations of coca and cocaine which renders analysis on the basis of
“inter-ethnic friction” largely misleading. One suspects that the desire to
distinguish coca. from cocaine reflects an unwillingness to consider the very
ambivalence of this drug in any of its forms. It is safer, easier and less
complicated to draw the line between substances than it is to judge widely
varying forms of drug use and commercialization in terms of their potential for
problematic consequences. | | "

Though I have supported the dichotomous view in previous publications
(Henman 1981 and 1985), I now believe that to defend coca while decrying
cocaine is no longer a useful position. Three reasons prompt me to this
conclusion. Firstly, such a distinction provides tacit support to crop eradication
programs with their highly selective, socially divisive and unfair distinctions
between legitimate crops (“for traditional use” ) and illicit crops ( “surplus to
 traditional needs” ). Secondly, by sustaining the logic of criminalizing at least
part of the coca crop, this distinction actually increases profitability, and thus,
strengthens the cocaine-producing sector. ‘The resulting price imbalances
render the supply of coca leaves for chewing ever more difficult and
problematic. Thirdly, and perhaps most crucially, the distinction between
“good” coca and “bad” cocaine is given only token lip-service in the producing
regions. In fact, criminalization of a significant portion of the coca crop has
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shifted the patterns of drug consumption in large areas of South America
“toward cocaine. The use of cocaine base, a compact and chemically stable
substance which is easily produced and transported, has become generalized in
the Andean countries and has recently spread into border states of Brazil as |
well. International bodies, while stressing the threat cocaine presents to the -
developed world, have consistently failed to assess the 'social costs of their
interdiction policies on the countries that supply the raw material. .
To illustrate these arguments against a dichotomous view of coca and -
cocaine, I have chosen to focus on two areas of “traditional” coca use and
production, northwest Amazonas in Brazil and the department of Cusco in
Peru. These two examples suggest the complex economic and cultural dynamics

of the coca issue. I trust that the distortions observed in these regions will also

alert readers to the spiralling social cost of thé War on Drugs, and point the way
to a more humane approach in the future. '

Northwest Amazonas, Brazil ‘ -
Few Brazilians realize that their country has as much right as any Andean
~nation to the status of a “traditional producer/consumer of coca leaves.”
Whenever Drug Enforcement Agency-directed eradication programs in the
Amazon basin are reported in the press, the idea is conveyed that coca :
plantations have somehow spread across the frontier, instigated by Colombian
traffickers. Never is it pointed out that coca was reported from the Brazilian -
. Amazon in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; well before the onset of
cocaine production, by such acute and reputable observers as Ribeiro de
Sampaio (1825:34), the German naturalists von Spix and von Martius
(1831:1169), and the English botanist Richard Spruce (1908:446). These early -
accounts describe precisely those areas where the Drug Enforcement Agency
(DEA) and Brazilian Federal Police have made their most sensational
“discoveries”: the Alto Rio Negro, home of the Tukano and Makda Indians, and
the district around the twon of Tefé on the main course of the upper Amazon
(here called Solimdes). In the latter area the population includes many
traditional coca users among both the local Miranha Indians ‘and other
 detribalized groups who fled to the region from Colombia at the turn of the
century. \
Altogether, one could confidently speak of five to ten thousand indigenous
coca users/producers in the Brazilian Amazon. In the two areas mentioned
here, a consumer is also of necessity a producer, since there is no real trade in !
coca leaves. A highly localized supply is needed for the preparation of ipadii,
the powder form in which the leaves are traditionally consumed. Since it spoils
quickly in the humid conditions of the Amazon basin, discriminating users tend
‘to produce only small amounts at daily or, at most, weekly intervals. ‘
This, in turn, has important implications for the ways in which coca is
cultivated in the region, since supplies of fresh leaves must lie readily at hand,
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