
Plant Teachers vs Plant Substances: Relationship, Not Use 

Plant Substances: Western / Biomedical View 

●​ Plants are seen as chemical compounds that produce effects. 

●​ Focus is on use, dosage, mechanism of action, and outcome. 

●​ Relationship is typically one-way: humans use the plant to achieve a desired state (e.g., healing, 

euphoria, insight). 

●​ Plants are treated as resources or tools, much like pharmaceuticals. 

Plant Teachers: Indigenous / Animistic View 

●​ Plants are understood as sentient beings or spiritual intelligences. 

●​ The relationship is reciprocal: the plant can teach, guide, test, or even refuse to work with you. 

●​ Emphasis is on listening, humility, respect, and long-term relationship, not just effect. 

●​ These plants often have ritual, songs, and cosmologies associated with them, guiding how they 

are approached. 

As Amazonian shamans say, “You don’t take the plant—the plant takes you.” 

 

Key Differences: Relationship vs. Use 

Aspect Plant Substance (Use) Plant Teacher (Relationship) 

View of the Plant Object, tool, or drug Living being, teacher, or spirit ally 

Goal Effect (healing, insight, recreation) Wisdom, growth, spiritual learning 

Approach Control, dose, technique Ceremony, respect, listening 

Duration Short-term use Ongoing relationship 

Responsibility On the substance On the person to approach with humility 

Examples: 

●​ Ayahuasca is not just a brew—it's considered a spirit that teaches through visions, dreams, and 

purging. 

●​ Tobacco in many indigenous traditions (e.g., Amazonian, North American) is not 

recreational—it's a sacred plant teacher used for prayer, protection, and offering. 

●​ Mugwort, sage, or San Pedro cactus are also viewed as elders or guides, not merely herbs or 

substances. 

Shift in Perspective: 



Moving from "What does this plant do?" to "What can I learn from this plant?" is a shift from 

extraction to relationship—from a consumer mindset to a sacred partnership. 

In Practice: 

●​ Develop intention and ritual around use. 

●​ Learn about the cultural context and lineage behind a plant. 

●​ Approach the plant with humility, not entitlement. 

●​ Listen—integration is part of the relationship. 

 


