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BuddHIsm 

No ancient references to Buddha’s use of the popular intoxicants of his 
culture exist, but it is hard to believe that in his time as a prince he did 
not partake of the soma at some point. The evidence I could find of the 
Buddha’s relationship with cannabis generally relates to the ingestion 
of hemp seeds, although an account of an event that occurred in the 
medieval Buddhist text the Tārātantra indicates a later use of cannabis 
to produce “ecstasy” among some Buddhists of that time.

In the nineteenth-century account The Gospel of Buddha (1897) 
Paul Carus, Ph.D. (1852–1919), recorded the following passage:

So the Bodhisattva continued for six years
Patiently torturing himself and suppressing the  

wants of nature.
In the modes of a rigorous ascetic life.
At last he ate each day one hemp grain only,
Seeking to cross the ocean of birth and death
And arrive at the shore of deliverance27 

Although Carus, like many nineteenth-century researchers, failed 
to identify a particular reference for this quote, this tradition that he 
describes can be traced back to much earlier accounts. In “Text and 
Commentary of the Memorial of Sakya Buddha Tathagata,” by Wong 
Puh, a parallel is drawn between the seventh-century Chinese Buddhist 
text the Memorial of Sakya Buddha Thathagata, which is a story of 
the life of Buddha, and the third-century Indian biography of Buddha, 
Lalita Vistara (Sanskrit), by Dharmarakcha (308 CE). The Memorial of 
Sakya Buddha Tathagata contains the passage, “He ate grain and hemp 
seed, subduing pain, subduing pleasure.”28 

Other medieval Buddhist references have also been noted. “Over 
the last few decades, university religious studies departments have pro-
duced translations of Buddhist tantric texts of unprecedented quality, 
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providing ample material for an examination of psychoactive plant use 
by Buddhists in Asia.”29 And this same source continues, “There are 
several reasons to look to tantra for psychoactive substance use in pre-
modern Buddhist Asia. The first and most important is that non-tantric 
monastic Buddhism is far less tolerant of violations of scriptural precepts 
than tantric Buddhism. Buddha’s injunction against consuming intoxi-
cants precludes the open use of psychoactive substances by members of 
the Buddhist monastic establishment. In contrast, tantric Buddhism can 
allow for, and even applaud, shocking transgressions as a sign that the 
yogi has transcended ordinary patterns of valuation and behavior.”30

In their well-researched essay “Psychoactive Plants in Tantric 
Buddhism; Cannabis and Datura Use in Indo-Tibetan Esoteric 
Buddhism,” researchers R. C. Parker and Lux identify references to can-
nabis, datura, and other psychoactive plants in medieval Buddhist tant-
ric texts such as the Mahākāla Tantra, where the “plants are employed to 
attain health, wealth, wisdom, and supernatural powers such as seeing 
underground and flying.”31 “These formulas include cannabis in several 
different forms, including leaves, resin, and other plant material. Given 
that these cannabis products are included in the ‘perfect medicine’ for-
mulas of the Mahākāla Tantra, cannabis may perhaps be considered a 
significant part of this tantric lineage.”32 

Parker and Lux describe how the writing titled The Cakrasamvara 
Tantra identifies a magical, medical role for cannabis and datura, record-
ing that a mixture of compounds including cannabis will help one 
“become a yogin who does what he pleases and stays anywhere whatso-
ever.”33 It should be pointed out that, like the Tārātantra, the Mahākāla 
Tantra and the Cakrasamvara Tantra can by no means be considered 
mainstream Buddhist texts, and have had limited impact on modern 
Buddhist traditions. Even at its peak, from about 700–900 CE, well over 
a millennia after the life of Buddha, medieval tantric Buddhism was 
a fringe tradition, practiced by laypersons and not ordained Buddhist 
monks or nuns.34 

Thus, these medieval tantric Buddhist references to cannabis likely 
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give indications of later influences on Buddhism from the religious and 
cultural milieu of medieval India, Nepal, and Tibet. This would include 
devotees of Shiva, who used hemp in an identical way to achieve “ecstasy,” 
rather than its use being regarded as an actual edict from Buddha.

sIkHIsm

In a chapter called “Social and Religious Customs,” the Indian Hemp 
Drugs Commission Report (of 1893–94) also identified a role for can-
nabis in the later Sikh religion of the Punjab region that began in the 
sixteenth century CE:

Among the Sikhs the use of bhang as a beverage appears to be com-
mon, and to be associated with their religious practices. The wit-
nesses who refer to this use by the Sikhs appear to regard it as an 
essential part of their religious rites having the authority of the 
Granth or Sikh scripture. 

It is customary among the Sikhs generally to drink bhang, so that 
Guru Gobind Singh has himself said the following poems in praise 
of bhang: “Give me, O Saki (butler), a cup of green colour (bhang), 
as it is required by me at the time of battle (vide ‘Suraj Parkash,’ 
the Sikh religious book).” Bhang is also used on the Chandas day, 
which is a festival of the god Sheoji Mahadeva. The Sikhs consider 
it binding to use it on the Dasehra day. The quantity then taken 
is too small to prove injurious.” As Sikhs are absolutely prohibited 
by their religion from smoking, the use of ganja and charas in this 
form is not practiced by them. Of old Sikh times, it is annually per-
mitted to collect without interference a boat load of bhang, which is 
afterwards distributed throughout the year to the sadhus and beg-
gars who are supported by the dharamsala.”35

More recently, according to Eastwick and Murray, “In the nine-
teenth century, one of the twelve confederacies of the Sikhs was iden-
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tified by the name “Bhangi, so-called for their fondness for Bhang, 
extract of hemp.”36 However, for the most part, it seems the use of can-
nabis preparations has fallen out of favor with the devotees of the Sikh 
religion. “The Nihang of Punjab, who are the defenders of Sikh shrines, 
are an exception. They take cannabis to help in meditation.”37

The Nihang, also referred to as the Akalis, are a Sikh military 
order known for their military prowess and historical victories in 
battle even when greatly outnumbered. Nihang are easily identifiable 
by their steel iron bracelets, weaponry, and particularly by their “elec-
tric blue” attire and tall turbans. Up until 2001, cannabis use was a 
condoned part of Nihang ritual and spiritual practice and this use 
was identified by them as a “time-respected tradition” bestowed upon 
the order by the Tenth Guru of Sikhism Gobind Singh (1666–1708). 
The Nihang used the name of Suhka, meaning “Peace Giver.” This 
name was bestowed on the preparer of their ritual cannabis prepara-
tions, which they used in the form of baked cookies and a bhang-like 
beverage referred to as suknidhaan. Nihang use of cannabis has been 
particularly associated with the Sikh holiday Hola Mohalla, which is 
a sort of military celebration.

In 2001 the apex Sikh clergy “instituted a prohibition of cannabis 
products as part of their “campaign against drug addiction” and this 
was vehemently rejected by the Nihang leader Baba Santa Singh as well 
as by twenty other chiefs of the sect. As the Indian paper the Tribune 
recorded, “Baba Santa Singh pointed out that the consumption of 
‘bhang’ among the Nihangs was not a new phenomenon. He said it had 
been going on ever since the Nihangs came into existence and fought 
battles against Mughal and Afghan invaders.”38

As a result of his refusal to accept the prohibition of cannabis 
products, Baba Santa Singh was excommunicated and replaced by 
Baba Balbir Singh, who complied with the apex Sikh clergy’s ban on 
the use of hemp. Although many Nihang still reject this prohibition, 
in orthodox circles the controversial ban has been maintained until 
the present.


