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By Mark J. Plotkin, PhD

Editor’s note: In this guest essay, ethnobotanist Mark ]. Plotkin, PhD, explores coffee’s influence on human culture and history —
[from its African origins to its role in shaping economies, societies, and perbaps even consciousness itself. A previous version of this article
was published in the September 2025 issue of HerbalEGram.

Coffee (Coffea spp., Rubiaceae) is one of the most widely consumed mind-altering plant products in the world. From
its origins in northeastern Africa, this plant has influenced the course of global history. Capitalism, colonialism, culture,
revolutions, religion, slavery, and even spycraft all bear the imprint of the coffee bean. Only a few other botanicals, such
as the wine grape (Vitis vinifera, Vitaceae), tea (Camellia sinensis, Theaceae), corn (Zea mays, Poaceae), and other cereal
grains, have had comparably profound and far-reaching effects on the human story.

I have had the pleasure and privilege of savoring coffee in
many disparate settings around the world. I've enjoyed world-
class coffee in such non-tropical locales as the Netherlands,
Italy, and Japan, and I have sat cross-legged in East African
coffee ceremonies in the very region where Coffea arabica
originated. I've tasted the legendary Blue Mountain coffee of
eastern Jamaica and sipped countless cups throughout Latin
America, from the highlands of Oaxaca to Buenos Aires with
its distinctive café cortado culture.

And vyet, the best coffee I have ever had — and the one I
drink nearly every day — comes from my hometown of New
Otleans: coffee with chicory (Cichorium intybus, Asteraceac).

Why adulterate good coffee with the root of a weedy
Eurasian wildflower? As with many botanical mysteries, the
answer lies deep in the history of colonialism, war, slavery,
and invention.
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By the 1780s, the French colony of SaintDomingue (modern-
day Haiti) was producing more than half of the world’s coffee,
surpassing both Brazil and Java. It was France’s wealthiest colony,
sustained by one of the most brutal slave systems ever devised.

Then came a revolution that shook the world. From 1791 to
1804, enslaved Africans in Saint-Domingue rose up and, against
all odds, defeated the armies of Napoleon Bonaparte. The
result? France lost both sugar (Saccharum officinarum, Poaceae)
and coffee — two tropical commodities on which it had grown
utterly dependent — and found itself in desperate need of cash.

In 1803, Napoleon, pressed for funds to finance his wars
across Europe, decided to sell an underappreciated expanse of
land known as the Louisiana Territory. For a mere $15 million,
the United States acquired what would eventually become 15
states — land that includes Louisiana and my hometown of
New Orleans.
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The story does not end there. After the French navy’s defeat
at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805, the British tightened their
blockade around France, cutting off imports of tropical goods
altogether. In response, Napoleon challenged his compatriots
to find local plant-based substitutes.

Cultivation of sugar beets (Beta vulgaris subsp. vulgaris,
Amaranthaceae), a substitute for sugarcane, succeeded. Coffee
substitution did not. Yet among the failed contenders, one
plant stood out — not as a replacement, but as a compan-
ion: chicory. It lacks caffeine, but when roasted and ground,
it adds body and a mellow sweetness to the brew. And while
the French eventually regained access to true coffee, many
had acquired a taste for the blend. That legacy endures today
in parts of the world affected by French colonialism, most
famously in Vietnam and, of course, New Orleans.

But I believe that the impact of coffee and caffeine extends
far beyond recorded history — it reaches back into the evolu-
tionary origins of our species and perhaps even the roots of
human consciousness itself. While I am not an evolutionary
biologist, I am an ethnobotanist — a scientist who studies
how Indigenous communities discover, use, and sometimes
revere the plants around them. In many shamanic societies,
the ingestion of mind-altering plants profoundly shapes both
spiritual practices and states of consciousness.

By “consciousness,” I mean the brain’s creation of subjec-
tive experience: a real-time model of the world and self that
enables awareness, self-awareness, adaptation, and survival.
In the words of the late novelist David Lodge (1935-2025):
“Understanding consciousness ... is to modern science what
the Philosopher’s Stone was to alchemy: the ultimate prize in
the quest for knowledge.”!

When did the lights come on for our species? When did
awareness emerge, and when did we begin to ponder abstract
thoughts? What sparked that first flash of insight? As an
ethnobotanist who has had the honor and privilege of work-
ing with traditional healers for decades, I would add one more
question: What role, if any, did plants and fungi play in this
most profound transformation?

Over the past few million years, beginning with ancestors
of Homo sapiens, our brains have roughly tripled in size. That
growth transformed us from apelike australopithecines into
the self-reflective, intellectual, and ethical (well, some of us)
beings we are today. It is a shift that enabled our capacity for
art, architecture, language, religion, technology, and science.
It allowed us to ask, “Why are we even here?” We went from
creatures whose major concerns were finding a meal and a
mate to beings who created the Parthenon, the Mona Lisa, and
The Big Lebowski. How did this happen?

The genus Homo emerged from Australopithecus and contin-
ued through Homo erectus, ultimately culminating in Homo
sapiens. Many theories have been proposed to explain the
increase in brain size and intellect of Homo species, ranging
from fire and diet to language, social bonds, and adaptability
to changing climates. But as someone who has spent a lifetime
studying the relationships between people and plants, I believe
we should consider another possibility: that nature’s phar-
macopeia — the mind-altering gifts of the plant and fungal
world, including psilocybin, fruit alcohols, and even coffee —
may have played a vital role in this transformation.
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Ethnobiological Theories of Brain Expansion and
Consciousness

The ‘Stoned Ape’ Hypothesis

The iconoclastic ethnobotanist Terence McKenna (1946—
2000) first introduced the idea that psychedelic mushrooms
(e.g., from Psilocybe and other genera) may have helped
launch the human mind into orbit. In his 1992 book Food
of the Gods: The Search for the Original Tree of Knowledge
(Bantam Books), McKenna proposed that early humans
encountered and consumed psilocybin-containing mush-
rooms while following grazing animals, where dung-loving
mushrooms would thrive. These mushrooms, he argued,
fostered creativity and social bonding and, most radically,
catalyzed the birth of language and consciousness.?2 And
research has shown that some psychedelics activate receptors
in the brain associated with abstract thinking, imagination,
and perception.

I have experienced the effects of psilocybin firsthand
in traditional ceremonies among the Mazatec in southern
Mexico — indeed, in the same Oaxacan village where my
mentor, Harvard professor Richard Evans Schultes, PhD
(1915-2001), first encountered these fantastic fungi in 1938.
That they can spark metaphysical insight is widely known
and well documented. McKenna added an evolutionary
twist: that such insights may have conferred survival advan-
tages, giving rise to a feedback loop in which mushroom-
consuming hominins became more communicative, more
introspective (particularly in terms of symbolic thought),
and, eventually, more intelligent.

While not widely accepted by many mainstream anthro-
pologists, McKenna’s conjecture is too provocative to ignore.

The ‘Drunken Monkey’ Hypothesis

A second hypothesis is more metabolic than mystical. In
2004, Robert Dudley, PhD, a biologist at the University of
California, Berkeley, proposed that our ancestors developed a
taste for alcohol (in the form of ethanol) by eating fermented
fruit. Alcohol, after all, is a byproduct of fruit ripening and
decay. Yeasts on fruit surfaces ferment sugar into ethanol,
releasing “ethanol plumes” that travel through the air like
beacons to hungry animals. Ethanol in fermenting fruits not
only acts like a signal for ripeness but also slows microbial
spoilage, allowing slightly fermented fruits to remain edible
longer.

Dudley proposed that attraction to fermenting fruit may
have led early primates to more calorie-rich foods that could
support larger bodies and brains. A corollary effect may
have influenced consciousness and culture: consumption
of moderate amounts of alcohol can facilitate bonding and
social cohesion, potentially shaping community dynamics
and cultural evolution. Moreover, alcohol, like psychedel-
ics and coffee, is an ideogen: a substance that can inspire
innovative ideas, creative thinking, and insights. Ancient
Greco-Roman civilization, widely regarded as the founda-
tion of the Western world, was drenched in wine. How
essential was alcohol to the development of art and science
in the ancient Mediterranean? As the Roman poet Horace
suggested: “No poem was ever written by a drinker of water!”
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The ‘Mocha Java Man’ Hypothesis

I propose a different ethnobiological basis of the origin (or
at least the accelerated development) of human consciousness:
the Mocha Java Man Hypothesis. I believe that our ancestors’
discovery and consumption of coffee and caffeine in northeast
ern Africa played a pivotal role in the expansion of the human
brain and the emergence of the human mind. The hypothesis
is biologically grounded, geographically precise, and socially
compelling.

This idea was inspired, in part, by a tantalizing passage
in Antony Wild’s Coffee: A Dark History (\W. W. Norton &
Company, 2005), in which he wonders whether caffeine may
have played a role in humanity’s original awakening.3 He notes
that the cloud forests of southwest Ethiopia, which extend
slightly into adjacent Kenya and South Sudan, are the original
home of Coffea arabica. At the same time, the scientific consen-
sus places the origin of our species in and near the Great Rift
Valley, encompassing parts of Ethiopia, Kenya, and Tanzania.

In these forests, our ancestors encountered red coffee berries
— mildly sweet and visually conspicuous. According to local
traditions, the power of the plant’s seeds (“beans”) was discov-
ered after observing the animated behavior of animals that had
consumed them. The implications were obviously not lost on
humans.

The chemistry behind coffee’s energizing effects is well
known: the seeds are rich in caffeine, an alkaloid that acts
as a central nervous system stimulant. To consume caffeine
in the ancient, pre-industrial world — where there were no
other known stimulants in this African region, no synthetic
drugs, no refined sugars, and no brewed concoctions — was
to discover a powerful tool for sharpening awareness, boosting
alertness, and enhancing cognition.

Unlike psilocybin and alcohol, caffeine enhances focus with-
out impairing judgment. It increases reaction time, improves
memory recall, and enhances physical performance — advan-
tages that would have had immediate evolutionary value in
environments filled with predators, prey, and complex social
dynamics — while also inducing a subtle sense of well-being,
pleasure, and confidence. Ingesting coffee berries may have
given early humans the cognitive edge needed to become better
hunters, better communicators, better thinkers, and better
survivors.

While the initial evolutionary effects of caffeine would have
occurred on an individual level — sharper thinking, better
memory, quicker reflexes — the later cultural effects were
equally important. Once eatly humans learned to gather, roast,
and eventually brew coffee, they turned a scattered cloud-forest
stimulant into a communal ritual. The famed coffee ceremony
of Ethiopia is not a modern invention; it likely dates back thou-
sands of years.

Compare this with alcohol, which disinhibits and dulls, or
hallucinogens, which can isolate, fragment, and even befuddle.
Coffee unites and focuses. It remains the social stimulant par
excellence.

This explains why coffeechouses — from the Islamic world to
Enlightenment Europe to colonial America— became hotbeds
of intellectual ferment, political discourse, and artistic creation.
These were not merely cafes, but echoes of tribal gatherings
around wild coffee trees in the cloud forests of northeastern
Africa.
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The Mocha Java Man Hypothesis does not deny the poten-
tial contributions of other plant- and fungi-based mind-alter-
ing substances. Hallucinogens may have seeded mysticism
while alcohol fostered bonding and bravery. But caffeine
offered a blend of cognitive enhancement, ecological avail-
ability, and social compatibility unmatched by any other
compound, then or now.

Moreover, the hypothesis aligns with both geographical
and botanical facts: humans evolved in coffee country. And
it may even align with religious belief: in that same region,
Coffea arabica grows to more than 20 feet tall — a true tree,
not just the common coffee bush that now covers much of the
lowland tropics. The biblical book of Genesis speaks not of a
mushroom of knowledge, nor a grapevine of knowledge, but a
Tree of Knowledge — which I like to imagine was a coffee tree.

While many bioecological theories of human consciousness
offer only partial answers, the Mocha Java Man Hypothesis
posits that coffee should be recognized as a contributing factor
in what made us human.

And coffee’s impact on intellectual development continues.
Note the proliferation of craft coffeechouses near colleges and
universities. The specialty coffee movement began on the West
Coast of the United States during the latter half of the 20th
century. The spread of cafes such as Peet’s (founded in Berke-
ley, California, in 1966) and Starbucks (founded in Seattle in
1971) that served high-end, carefully sourced brews helped
foster interest in and demand for specialty coffees throughout
the coastal West. Tom Standage, in his classic, A History of
the World in 6 Glasses (Walker & Company, 2005), suggests
a clear connection between this coffee culture and the rise of
Microsoft in Seattle and possibly even Silicon Valley in the
Bay Area, linking it to a culture responsible for some of the
most remarkable technological and intellectual advancements
in human history.4

Conclusion

So, let me conclude with a simple question: Imagine three of
our primate ancestors being chased across the ancient African
savanna by a hungry lion. Which would be the most likely to
survive and thrive: the one drunk on ethanol, the one tripping
on psilocybin, or the hyper-caffeinated one hauling ass?

I rest my case. HG
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