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drugs, shamanism, yoga, When scholars in the humanistic and scientific fields of research encounter drug-related
Ake Ohlmarks, Mircea topics, they express moral judgments dictated by a series of paradigms concerning drugs that
Eliade, Philippe De emerged in the 20th century. Their cultural and psychological conditioning influence both
Félice, Walter Burkert methodologies and the interpretation of data, and consequently, research results. Limiting

the focus here to humanistic research, the paradigms of “shamanic purity’, “yogic purity’,
and “mystical purity” are analysed. These ideological constructs ave based on confusing, if nor
erroneous, assumptions about drugs, that have profoundly influenced the thinking not only of
scholars but also of the common man.

For over a century, whenever scholars from both the humanistic and scientific fields of research
encounter drug-related topics in their research, they express moral and devaluing judgments, and their
cultural and psychological conditioning influences both their methodologies and their interpretation of
the data, and consequently, the results of the research.!

No one seems to have any problem accepting the idea that the so-called “witches” of the European
Middle Ages and Renaissance used drugs, the notorious “flying ointments”, because they were implicitly
considered marginal figures in society, but above all because, while it is necessary to acknowledge the act
of drug use, it is preferable to recognise it in some social or ethnic “other”. “The Romans didn’t take drugs.
They only drank wine. The Barbarians took drugs!”, a well-known scholar of ancient Roman culture to
whom I had addressed some questions reproachfully replied. Aside from the consideration that wine is also
adrug, this scholar failed to realise that he was applying his personal, puritanical view of drugs to the object
of his studies, the ancient Romans, wanting to see them free from the “dirty” act of drug use. This behaviour
of transmitting moral values to the object of study is common, and in fact distorts the cultural and historical
reality of the ancient and modern populations subject to anthropological and archaeological studies.

Below, I identify and examine a series of 20th-century paradigms concerning drugs that have
profoundly influenced the thinking not only of scholars but also of the common man, that is, the mental
mainstream of Western society. Here, I limit my observation to fields of humanistic research, beginning
with the princeps topic, shamanism.

1 For an in-depth examination of this topic, see Samorini 2026.
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The concept of shamanism

Knowledge of the existence of Siberian shamans and their practices was originally transmitted to
Western culture—including Russian—by German explorers and observers during the 18th century. Their
evaluative approach to shamanism was based on skepticism and ultimately a denigration of shamans.

These denigrating assessments were followed by those of the academic world. From the beginning
of the twentieth century, for many decades in European, North American and Russian anthropological
schools, the interpretation of the shaman as an individual afflicted by mental problems spread, with
a psychiatric classification that oscillated between neuropathic, hysterical and epileptic. The issue did
not reside in doubting the mental instability of the shaman or not; rather, the problem was reduced to
identifying the biological bases of shamanic illness. For example, the illness that afflicted many shamans
at the beginning of their careers and which, according to them, had established that “call’, or rather that
predisposition for the shamanic vocation, was interpreted as epilepsy, believed to be hereditary and thus
transmitted between generations of shamans; a thesis proposed by Czaplicka (1914) and adopted by
several scholars.

Joining the chorus of disparaging assessments were the opinions of Orthodox Christian missionaries
who practiced in Siberia during the Tsarist period, who frowned upon competing figures in the role of
mediator with the sacred sphere.

More generally, wherever men of Western monotheistic culture encountered individuals who claimed
to communicate with spirits to gain knowledge useful for interpreting reality or curing human illnesses,
they considered them to be cheaters or mentally ill.

There was no shortage of opposing opinions, proposing a more positive reading of the figure of the
shaman; voices that were destined to remain isolated and, above all, misunderstood.* Even during the final
Tsarist period and the early Bolshevik era, works appeared by a group of scholars classified as “Siberian
regionalists”, who saw shamanism as a form of elevated primitive spirituality (Casadio 2014:21-4).
But this literary trend, which remained largely unknown to Western scholars because it was written in
Russian, was soon silenced by the intellectual dictatorship of historical materialism during the Soviet
period (Samorini 2022).

Beginning in the early 20th century, the concept of shaman began to be extended to specialist figures
belonging to non-Siberian ethnic groups. This geographical and ethnic extrapolation is strongly criticised
by today’s academic community, and it is important to clarify that the responsibility for this generalisation
does not lie solely with Mircea Eliade, as is often claimed. The first perpetrators were the American
participants in the Jesup North Pacific Expedition of 1897-1902, led by Franz Boas; an expedition that
aimed to compare the customs and beliefs of natives living on opposite sides of the Bering Strait. As
Sergio Botta (2015:29) points out, “it is possible to recognise Franz Boas’s scientific work as one of the
central moments in the academic construction of shamanism and its generalisation”

Based on the diffusionist paradigm, then very popular, the American ethnographic school of Boas saw
close analogies between Siberian shamans and the medicine men of native North American groups, to the
point of beginning to refer to the latter as “shamans”. In European studies, the 1935 work Scythica by Swiss
scholar Karl Meuli was influential, claiming to have identified shamanic characteristics in the traditions
of Indo-Iranian and, more generally, Indo-European peoples. It was on the basis of these comparisons/
identifications that the concept of the “shamanic complex” was created, which Eliade later extended to

make it global.

The fact remains that the writings of Eliade himself, of Lévi-Strauss and other thinkers of the second
half of the 20th century, and the birth of disciplines such as ethnomedicine and ethnopsychiatry, paved

2 For example Johann G. Herder and Johann Wolfgang Goethe, discussed in Flaherty 1992.



Samorini G. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 22 n. 1 (Summer 2026) 5-23

the way for the interpretation of shamans as true healers, recognising their own organic medical system.
In recent decades, ethnographers, sociologists and other scholars studying the phenomenon of traditional
shamans have begun to see them no longer as simple healers but as individuals in society who produce
meaning.

Ohlmarks’s “great” and “small” shamanism
1939 saw the publication of the book by Swedish scholar Ake Ohlmarks, Studien zum Problem

des Schamanismus. In this essay, Ohlmarks established the idea of the inferiority of shamans who use
intoxicating sources, a theory later revived and spread globally by Mircea Eliade.

Ake Ohlmarks (1911-1984) studied at Lund University, specialising in Nordic languages and
cultures. In the 1940s, he worked at the German universities of Tiibingen and Greifswald. He published
numerous essays on Nordic religions and mythologies. Upon his return to Sweden, he faced opposition
in university circles, to the point that he was no longer able to integrate into the academic world. He
supported himself financially by dedicating himself mainly to the translation of ancient Norwegian
poetry, medieval Swedish treatises, and the works of Shakespeare and Tolkien. In his theoretical construct,
he followed the now obsolete paradigm of “natural mythology”, which traced divine and mythological
figures to personified natural phenomena, and made extensive use and abuse of the distinction between
patriarchal and matriarchal cultures (Akerlund 2006). Ohlmarks was strongly influenced by the thinking
of Wilhelm Schmidt, founder of that forced ideological construct known as “Catholic ethnography”,
aimed at demonstrating the existence of the Christian values of monotheism and monogamy among the
original human populations (Samorini 2024).

Ohlmarks considered shamanism as “a kind of religious surrogate, very similar to modern spiritualism”
(Ohlmarks 1939:1) and defined it as “a custom conditioned by nervous or even psychopathic
predispositions” (ibid.:5). He interpreted the spirits’ “calling” of the future shaman as “persecutory ideas or
notions of being chosen, a paranoid or paraphrenic reaction” (ibid.:28). For Ohlmarks, Arctic shamanism
was therefore based on pathological mental states caused by extreme environmental conditions. In this
way he aligned himself with the line of psychiatric interpretations that saw Siberian shamanism as an
aspect of that pathology called “Arctic hysteria” or pibloktog, the nosological and etiological delineations
of which are still uncertain if not radically debatable.’> The Swedish scholar considered “Arctic hysteria”
and Arctic shamanism as “parallel phenomena; one is the expression of a psychological state of these
peoples, the other the great new creation that emerged from this state” (ibid.:38).

In his complex conceptual construct, Ohlmarks distinguished two types of shamanism: “Arctic’,
confined to the Arctic Circleand based on trance states induced by sensory stimulation, through drumming,
chanting, and frenetic dance, which induce a complete cataleptic state in the shaman during which his soul
experiences an exit from the body; and “Sub-Arctic”, based on the ingestion of intoxicating sources that
induce a sort of mild semi-consciousness in the shaman. He considered Arctic shamanism, represented
by the figure of the “great shaman’, to be original and preceding Sub-Arctic shamanism, represented by
the figure of the “little shaman’, the latter understood as a southern figure, objectively and persistently
considered somehow inferior. “Great shamanism” is based on the “flight of the soul” and auxiliary spirits,
phenomena that were only ideally adopted by “small shamanism,” which can “adapt it to the weaknesses
of its own ecstasy only through external measures” such as the intake of intoxicating sources and mimicry
(ibid.:62). It is significant that in describing the functions performed by the “small shamans”, Ohlmarks
added the devaluing consideration: “but these are the same tasks that an ordinary sorcerer must perform
among non-Arctic primitive peoples in every other part of the Earth” (Ohlmarks 1939:58).

Regarding to the genesis of the two forms of shamanism, Ohlmarks considered the “great shamanism”

3 Pibloktog was originally defined by American psychoanalyst Abraham Brill in 1913. For a critical analysis of Arctic
hysteria see Montanari 2017; 2021a.
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to be the authentic form, originating in the Arctic region and having its etiological cause in harsh
environmental conditions; he instead traced the “small shamanism” to an earlier “witchcraft art” and was
“retroactively influenced by the new Arctic shamanism” (ibid.:79).

Numerous criticisms can be levelled at Ohlmarks’s construct. He forcefully lumps together between
the two forms of “great” and “small” shaman what are actually distinct professional figures, performing
different social tasks, and in several cases he classifies a multitude of professional figures as “small shamans”
or “minor shamans” The two categories established by Ohlmarks appear fictitious and, in fact, have not
been subsequently recognised by scholars. Eliade himself criticised the work of the Swedish scholar, not
recognising the validity of the distinction between Arctic and sub-Arctic shamanism and considering
untenable the thesis that sees “small” shamanism as a simple imitation of Arctic trance (Eliade 1946).

Znamenski highlighted the influence of Victorian patriarchal sentiments on Ohlmarks’s thought,
criticising his view of female shamans, who in his opinion are rarely present in Arctic shamanism, of a
patriarchal nature, and more frequent in the sub-Arctic one, of a matriarchal nature; a fact that according
to Znamenski (2007:100) is unfounded and based on the selective choice of ethnographic data exposed
by Ohlmarks.*

Ohlmarks repeatedly emphasises the natives’ belief that the “great shamans” are few and far between,
and that they were more common in ancient times. This observation could suggest a process of
mythologizing, or a modification of shamanic practice due to the encounter/clash of native populations
with new conquerors, specifically the Russians, Cossacks, and monotheistic missionaries. It seems as if
the Swedish scholar wanted to historicise the myth of the “shaman of ancient times”, often described as a
heroic and legendary figure, using it as a real element to include in his categorisation of shamanism.

In his assertion that the “great shamanism” confined to the Arctic region does not use intoxicating
sources, particularly fly agaric, he failed to consider the fact that this mushroom is not present in this
region.

His concept of ecstasy is also perplexing, expressed with terms such as “ecstatic”, “less ecstatic”
(ibid.:85), and “alittle more ecstatic” (ibid.:97); distinctions he fails to define more precisely. Furthermore,
he continually equates the concepts of “trance” and “ecstasy”, a semantic confusion that will be followed

up by Eliade and other scholars.

Ultimately, Ohlmarks created his own model of shamanism based on an ideological construct that we
might define as the “Ohlmarks shaman”, similar to the “Eliade shaman” we will see shortly.

Mircea Eliade’s religious construct

The fame of the Romanian historian of religions Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) is such that a general
introduction is unnecessary. What many of his followers still seem unaware of is the criticism that has
been levelled at him for decades by modern scholars. The entire methodological framework of Eliade,
founder of the phenomenological school of religious history (the “Chicago School”), is being abandoned
and subjected to meticulous criticism by current academic currents.

Making extensive use of the trans-cultural approach, Eliade claimed to find general principles and
constants that unite the religious systems of all human cultures, both ancient and modern, and his
concepts of the cosmic centre, the axis mundi, the myth of eternal return, the nostalgia for origins, and
the homo religiosus have spread so widely both within and outside the academic world that they have on
the one hand made Eliade’s fortune, and on the other hindered a critical scientific evaluation.

Within schools of religious history, but also within postmodern anthropological schools, a growing

4 It is also significant that most modern essays on shamanism do not even mention Ohlmarks’ work, although this
may be partly due to the fact that his text was written in German.
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tendency is emerging to emphasise cultural differences and uniqueness, avoiding the large-scale
comparative methods that 20th-century schools, including Eliade’s, relied on and which were promoted
by the illusory search for general principles that would underlie human belief and behaviour (Znamenski
2007:187). It is no longer a question of seeking constants based on presuppositions of “unitary and linear
ideals of knowledge development”’ but of studying and understanding the diversity and multiplicity of
human cultural expressions.

Throughout his life, Eliade was concerned with the origins of human religiosity, and he believed that
the silence (“semantic opacity”) of archacological data regarding archaic spirituality needed to be filled
by the imagination of scholars: “one must at least try to ‘imagine’ the non-material values of prehistoric
tools”; indeed, he believed it dangerous not to express oneself with hypotheses, since otherwise silence
could impose “a completely mistaken understanding of the history of culture” (Eliade 1979:17). On
the basis of this license he had arbitrarily granted himself, he constructed an ad hoc model of archaic
human spirituality and religiosity that drew on the ideological convictions of his youth, imbued with
the intellectual current of early 20th-century Traditionalism—of which Julius Evola was one of the
main ideologists. This current of thought, opposing the principles of the Enlightenment, but also those
of Darwinian evolution, saw modern society as the expression of a “loss”, a “fall” and, embracing rigid
Christian theological principles, favoured esotericism, paranormal powers and everything that was
“archaic”, understood as a cultural model of reference (the older the better; Znamenski 2009).

Eliade’s study is imbued with a nagging reference to the times of origin—to the i/lo tempore, as he loved
to call it—with a nostalgic evaluation of the archaic period of humanity as something “paradisiacal” and
“better”; a constant point of reference on which the Romanian scholar made his entire construct of the
phenomenology of religions revolve, and which in fact—without ever explicitly stating it—had the aim
of inducing a project to recover the lost paradise “for a future spiritual regeneration” (ibid.:31).

Eliade exploited data from the history of religions, anthropology, archacology, and psychology for
his own purposes, developing a system of forced, unproven, and sometimes downright false assumptions.
Modern critics accuse him primarily of: irresponsibly using anthropological sources, disregarding their
quality and equating primary and secondary sources (a methodological error that is unfortunately still
widespread today); excessively abusing the comparative method, moving from one historical period to
another, from one human culture to another, from one continent to another, in a constant search for the
general principles in which he believed (the use of data 7o prove something); of having continually adopted
the equation “mentality of primitive moderns” = “mentality of archaic men”, an idea that was part of the
first nineteenth-century schools of religious history and which was abandoned in the twentieth century;®
of having fallen into the typical error of the first half of the twentieth century of confusing Darwinian
biological evolutionism with social evolutionism, believing the concepts of “evolution” and “progress” to
be equivalent. A further theological assumption adopted by Eliade concerns the idea that at the origins
of human religious expression, therefore in the most archaic times of homo religiosus, a single supreme
Being was conceived, and that only subsequently, due to the arrival of “decadent” religious forms, did
polytheistic religious beliefs develop. The influences of the Christian religion as a “revealed” religion are
evident in this thought, which Eliade adopted more on the basis of his personal religious belief than on
objective historical-religious considerations (Ambasciano 2014:53).

Ultimately, far from being a scientific study of religious belief systems, Eliade’s work is now seen as a
religious belief itself, whose ideological, theological, teleological, and moral principles are the subject of
in-depth studies.”

5 Borradori 2010, cit.in Ambasciano 2014:27.

6 Eliade indiscriminately attributed the adjective “archaic” to Palacolithic populations, classical civilisations, modern
“primitives” (Znamenski 2009:31), and considered modern primitive civilisations as “living fossils” (Eliade 1979:36).

7 The criticism of Eliade is vast and detailed. Limiting the observation to purely scientific criticism, see the studies by
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Eliade’s shaman

In 1951, Mircea Eliade’s essay Shamanism, or the Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy was published.® Eliade’s
work deserves recognition for having contributed to a definitively positive (and no longer pathological )’
vision of the figure of the shaman, and for having highlighted to a global academic audience the possibility
of including the beliefs of peoples “without history” among the topics that can be fully addressed in the
history of religions (Znamenski 2003:34). It can be said that with Eliade’s study, nothing was the same
again, and that through the publication of his text in dozens of languages and reprints, the fame of the
figure of the shaman spread like wildfire throughout Western culture.

Eliade proposed a very general concept of shamanism, which extends well beyond the geographical
areas of the North, as can be seen from this passage:

All the ideologies relating to the gods and the nature of the soul, the mystical geographies of the sky
and the lands of the dead and in general the different conceptions of Spirituality, as well as the origins of
lyric poetry and the epic, and partially the origins of music, are more or less directly tributary to ecstatic
experiences of a shamanic type” (Eliade 1986:38-9).

However, starting from the already questionable generalisation of the figure of the shaman as it had
spread in the 1920s and 1930s, Eliade continued to develop what can be defined as the “invention of
the shaman’, based on those preconceptions and distortions of his model of religious archaism, which
effectively laid the foundations for the New Age-inspired development of neo-shamanism. It is no
coincidence that Eliade is today associated with Carlos Castaneda, both seen as the ideological founders
of New Age-style neo-shamanism.'® It is also worth considering that Eliade has never seen a shaman in his
life and has had no field research experience; a criticism consistently levelled at him by anthropologists
studying shamanism.

Eliade constructed the figure of bis shaman based on questionable criteriaand assumptions. For example,
the distinguishing elements between archaic and more modern forms of shamanism are considered to
be a product of his imagination, including the distinction between the shaman’s magical flight to the
higher spheres—an ascension that the Romanian scholar considers chronologically prior and associated
with benevolent spirits of the heavens—and the shamanic flight to the underworld, where malevolent
spirits reside. It is on the basis of this framework, with Christian connotations, that Eliade considers
the shamanism of the Evenki and other natives to be decadent, as it pays little attention to ascension.
Ethnographic data from various ethnic groups do not support this framework (Znamenski 2007:174).

Another critical point concerns a supposedly constant tripartite shamanic cosmography, with the upper
world inhabited by benevolent spirits and the lower world by malevolent spirits. Eliade believed that the
variations in this model recorded in Siberia by ethnographers were due to external influences, specifically
the “classical East” Regarding the clear division between benevolent and malevolent spirits, Znamenski
objected that in reality “many tribal societies have never known such a division. Many Siberian and North
American natives considered all spiritual forces as neutral, regardless of their location. Spirits could become
benevolent or malevolent depending on whether humans appeased them or not” (Znamenski 2009:37).

Znamenski (2007; 2009), Brown (1981), and the monumental one by Ambasciano (2014).

8 Preceded by Eliade’s 1946 article. The 1951 edition of the book on shamanism, in French, was followed by a
second English edition in 1964, revised and updated, and it is this latter that spread throughout the world through various
translations. The first Italian edition was the 1974 one published by Mediterranee in Rome, translated by Julius Evola. The
edition I used is the 1983 one, also published by Mediterranee.

9 More precisely, Eliade considered the shaman as a sick person who had managed to heal through his initiation into
shamanism (Eliade 1946:11).

10 Znamenski (2007:165-203) treats Eliade and Castaneda in the same chapter that studies the genesis of New Age
shamanic thought.
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Using the archaeological data available at the time, Eliade proposed a great antiquity of shamanic
practices, originating in the Palacolithic period, if not much earlier. Fascinated as he was by paranormal
phenomena, he hypothesised that at that time some shaman had actually been able to levitate and fly, “and
that this event may have modified or profoundly influenced the religious connotation of the shamanic
nostalgia for flight”!! This Eliadeian belief can be glimpsed in his consideration of the “myth of the
decadence of the shaman, which recalls the times when the shaman flew to the sky not in ecstasy but
materially; in #l/o tempore, ascension did not occur in spirit, but with the body. The ‘spiritual’ state therefore
signifies a decline compared to the previous situation, when ecstasy was not necessary since the possibility
of separation between soul and body did not exist, that is, death did not exist” (Eliade 1986:112).

The paradigm of “shamanic purity”

The nostalgic quality of Eliade’s illo tempore also underlies the assessments of shamanic practices
involving intoxicating sources, which Eliade expressed in his writings, particularly in his book on
shamanism. He views these “drugged” practices as vulgar, belated, aberrant, and decadent:

Among the Ugrians, intoxication with special mushrooms also promotes contact with the spirits, albeit
in a passive and brutal form. But we have already noted that this shamanic technique seems late and
imported. Intoxication produces ecstasy, a departure from oneself, in a mechanical and subversive way: it
seeks to realise a pre-existing model of experience that, however, had different points of reference” (Eliade
1983:247).

“Drugs are nothing but a vulgar surrogate for ‘pure’ trance. And among many Siberian peoples we
have already had occasion to note that intoxications (with alcohol, tobacco, etc.) are recent innovations,
which, in a certain way, reflect a decline in shamanic technique. They have attempted to ‘imitate’ with a
drug-based intoxication a spiritual state that was no longer attainable in any other way. A decline, or—it
must be added—the vulgarisation of a mystical technique” (Eliade 1983:427).

“In the sphere of shamanism stricto sensu, intoxication with drugs (hemp, mushrooms, tobacco, etc.)
does not appear to be an original phenomenon: on the one hand, shamanic myths and folklore document
the decadence of current shamans, who have become incapable of obtaining ecstasy as the ‘Great Shamans
of old’ achieved it; on the other hand, it has been observed that, in areas where shamanism is in decay and
trances are ‘faked, toxic substances and drugs are abused” (Eliade 1982:315).

Eliade’s vast literature is peppered with passages featuring these assessments. Elsewhere, Eliade adds
racist remarks: “One gets the impression, however, that the use of drugs attests rather to the decadence
of a technique of ecstasy or its extension to ‘inferior’ populations or social groups” (Eliade 1983:507).

Turning to the Americas and describing the practices of Carib shaman apprentices in Guyana, in
which tobacco and other intoxicating substances are employed, Eliade cannot help but consider that
“the aberrant and infantile side of these operations is of no interest to us” (Eliade 1986:101). The terms
“decadent” and “aberrant” find their place in Eliade’s vocabulary to the same extent as his better-known
concepts of axis mundi and homo religiosus.

It would be sufficient to counter these assessments by highlighting the philological and archacological
documents that attest to the antiquity of the use of the fly agaric (Wasson 1968:164-9; Samorini 2012).
Moreover, Eliade has already been excellently criticised for these considerations by other authors.

A very first criticism came from the French anthropologist Eveline Lot-Falck (1953:112), who in a
review of the first edition of Eliade’s book on shamanism (the 1951 one), observed how the diffusion of
“artificial” shamanic techniques—that is, those with the use of intoxicating sources—had been enormous,

11 A statement that Eliade is said to have made during a French conference on parapsychology; see Ambasciano
2014:106.
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and that “there is no reason to suppose that they are more recent because they are easier, or that they are
simply imitative of a ‘purer’ technique” It is worth noting that Eliade distinguished between the “difficult
ways” (without intoxicants) and the “easy ways” (with intoxicants) to achieve ecstasy, both in shamanic
contexts and in yogic practices (Eliade 1982:252). Frits Staal (1976:102) also criticised Eliade’s easy/
difficult distinction, considering it a judgment alien to Asian cultures, or at most a recent introduction as
part of the Protestant ethic.

Gordon Wasson (1968:328-333) also did not spared criticism of Eliade, with his characteristic
methodical meticulousness. He dismantled step by step the various pieces that constituted the Romanian
writer’s thought, highlighting contradictions, inconsistencies, and fallacies. For example, he noted how
Eliade, in dealing with the shamanic decadence induced by the onset of drugs, has the reader lurch from
one reference to another inconclusively: “as we will see later..”, and further on: “as we have already had
occasion to observe..”, and “we have already said..”, without ever presenting in any of these passages a
serious and convincing demonstration of his assertions; a way of evading the impossibility of proving his
claims by pulling the wool over the reader’s eyes.

Wasson also highlighted Eliade’s misstep in lumping together visionary and alcoholic sources in his
denigratingassessment of the shamanic use of “narcotics”. The history of human relationships with various
intoxicating sources—a history Eliade neither knew nor cared to study—highlights how it was precisely
the spread of the principal Western drug, alcohol, among traditional populations that contributed to
the cultural decadence—already promoted by colonial and missionary activities—that he attributes to
the use of any drug (see for example Khakhovskaya 2016). Lumping all intoxicating sources under the
single label of “narcotics” (incorrect from a pharmacological perspective), and placing them on the same
historical-chronological-cultural axis, amounts to committing the same mistake as lumping together and
flattening profoundly distinct cultural realities under the same label of “shamanism” and “shaman”. Once
again, that twentieth-century vice has prevailed: the desire to generalise at all costs, that is, at the cost of
flattening, denying, and distorting historical reality.

Eliade’s influence on generations of scholars of the history of religions and shamanism is enormous.
His moralistic paradigms, based on distorted concepts such as the distinction between “difficult” and
“easy” paths, have pervaded Western culture and continue to influence the thinking of generations of
Western scholars, intellectuals, and ordinary people.

Several authors have highlighted how Eliade at a certain point changed his mind about the shamanic
use of intoxicating sources,'” but this does not absolve him of his responsibilities, since, assuming it is
true, he did not issue an official retraction on the matter, in keeping with his ambiguous personality that
never allowed him to clearly retract several of his other positions. This criticism has been levelled at Eliade
by several authors, for example by Ambasciano (2014:166): “in his texts, the historian of religions rarely
retraces his steps to correct his positions, and never indulges in critical reflection on his own assumptions”.

The Swedish anthropologist Ake Hultkrantz has fully absorbed the Eliade paradigm:

“The drug shamanism of South America seems to be a special case stimulated by ecological factors, such
as the affluence of narcotic growth accessible to humans in this continent. It is thus a secondary form of
shamanism, but no doubt a very vital form. As far as I can see the original form of shamanism is preserved

12 Peter Furst (1994:23) stated that shortly before dying, Eliade told him that several new archacological and
philological data had convinced him of the archaic nature of the shamanic use of intoxicating sources and that he had
recognised that “there was no phenomenological difference between the techniques of ecstasy, whether ‘spontaneous’ or
through the chemistry of sacred plants”. Znamenski (2007:140) also reports that “with the growing popularity of Wasson’s
work in the early 1970s, Eliade changed his opinion on the role of hallucinogens in shamanism”. It was Robert Graves who
would have convinced him of the reality of the use of mushrooms in the Dionysian cults of ancient Greece. Claudio Naranjo
also reported Eliade’s change of opinion towards the end of his life, which would have been influenced by Robert Graves
(Naranjo 1990:180).
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in the shamanic structure of the Northern Eurasian and Siberian arveas, with their faint expressions of
artificial shamanism” (Hultkrantz 2013:14).

To consider South American shamanism as a “secondary and artificial” form is to be ignorant of the
interpretative systems of reality that underlie these shamanic practices; a cognitive deficiency that does
not befit a scholar considered “one of the world’s leading experts on shamanism”.'> Western humanistic
and scientific research, in all its disciplines, has been plagued by this serious moral and methodological
problem for over a century.

Even the ethnomusicologist Gilbert Rouget (1916-2017), in his brilliant study of the relationship
between music and trance, failed to free himself from the Eliadian paradigmatic diktat, falling back on
twentieth-century assessments of “authenticity” and “meritoriousness’:

“Neither music nor dance induces [trance] mechanically or automatically, which explains why the
shaman—ijust like the Sufi—often resorts to drugs to, so to speak, take off and depart. The latter system
is much more effective. By themselves, music and dance are certainly the instruments of a more authentic
and meritorious trance, but they also constitute more uncertain means” (Rouget 1986:428).

More recently Margaret Stutley (2003:5, 29) speaks of “some minor shamans who receive the god’s
commands in dreams, visions or through the use of hallucinogenic mushrooms such as fly agaric or
. » . « . .. »
narcotics’, while all the others “rely solely on their own powers to reach the supernatural world of spirits”

Ioan Couliano (1950-1991), the Romanian scholar who replaced Eliade at the University of
Chicago and was mysteriously killed on his own campus, observed that “North American shamanism
presents many traits in common with Arctic shamanism, for example the singular lack of hallucinogens
and the use of solitude and suffering as alternative techniques for acquiring shamanic powers” (Couliano
1991:43). This assessment, once again, betrays the influence of Christian belief.

The idea of the existence of “easy ways” is a distorted concept, if not entirely fictional. Upon careful
observation, ethnographic data tells us that there are no “easy ways” to knowledge. A longlist of traditional
uses of intoxicating sources could be presented, highlightinghow their use also involves suffering, sacrifice,

physical pain, and psychological difficulties.

The A’i, otherwise known as the Cofan, are an ethnic group living in the Amazon along the border
region between Ecuador and Colombia. They frequently use the adjective “suffering” to describe the
shamanic initiatory rite. This suffering indicates the phase of the experience with the yaj¢ (ayahuasca)
brew and other visionary plant sources, in which the visions accelerate greatly and the novice is gripped
by fear due to his inability to control them. The novice sees visions of animals devouring him, tearing
him to pieces, and killing him; he is constantly confronted with the fear of dying (Robinson 1972).
Suffering during shamanic initiation is considered fundamental to forging the positive attitudes of the

future shaman (Califano and Gonzalo 1995:43).

Numerous other examples could be cited, such as the painful initiatory rites of the /ebo/lo among
the Basoto of South Africa, where the hallucinogenic leshoma bulb is used (Pasquali 2021), the painful
practices of ingesting live hallucinogenic ants among various ethnic groups in Southern California
(Groark 1996), the difficult initiatory paths of the zoloache (datura) cults among the native Mexicans
(Gayton 1928). The Fang of Gabon, who engage in the dramatic initiatory rite of the Bwiti, compare
this rite to an aller 4 la guerre (“going to war”), to underline the psychological and physical difficulties
that the novice finds himself having to face. Even the 7¢0z¢, the ritual cycles of three consecutive days and
nights in which the entire Bwitist community periodically engages without sleep and under the constant
influence of repeated doses of iboga, are experienced as suffering and sacrifice by the adepts.*

13 So considered by Casadio (2014: 62); but see the criticism by Kehoe 1996.
14 From my field observations; Samorini 1997-1998.
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I suspect that many Western supporters and practitioners of the “difficult paths” of knowledge would
be incapable of tackling the paths they consider “casy”.

The paradigm of “yogic purity”

Eliade’s assessment of the aberrant use of intoxicating sources is not limited to shamanism. It is also
found in another of the scholar’s favourite fields: yoga and Indian cultures. Eliade spent part of his youth
in India, unsuccessfully pursuing a doctorate at the University of Calcutta.” Here too, he wrote a book
that influenced several generations of Westerners devoted to yogic and meditative practices (Eliade
1982), and which was similarly criticised by academic circles.

Particularly confusing in Eliade’s constructions are the genealogical relationships that supposedly
existed between yogic and shamanic techniques. Following Marianna Ferrara’s (2015) summary, according
to Eliade, the very first “archaic technique of ecstasy” would have been an original form of yoga—a
hypothetical Ur-yoga that has disappeared everywhere and that would have been preserved only in India
as a “living fossil” (Eliade 1983:335); then the ancient shamanic ecstatic techniques (Ur-shamanism)
would have arrived, and subsequently “phases of decomposition” would have set in when the ecstatic
ideology was replaced by mechanical forms of ecstasy (i.c. the use of intoxicating sources), and this in
both yogic and shamanic practices (Ferrara 2015:141). In other writings Eliade instead hypothesised
an original nucleus from which the two yogic and shamanic techniques forked a long time ago, and in
others still he wondered whether the yogic techniques were derived from an “aboriginal and pre-Aryan”
shamanism (Ambasciano 2014:364-5).

It has been highlighted that Eliade, to support his theses—for example, considering as deviant Indian
religious phenomena that did not conform to the “pure” Brahmanic tradition—selected and presented in
isolation certain passages from ancient Sanskrit literature. But the most glaring contradiction in his “pure
vs. deviant” yogic model lies in his failure to adequately account for the presence of intoxicating sources
for inducing ecstasy in Vedic literature, that is, in the religious tradition that preceded the Brahmanic
tradition: “the suspicion arises that the scholar did not wish to investigate the question due to a conflict
of interest with the theory of decaying shamanism” (Ferrara 2015:144).

To overcome this and other contradictions evident in his puritanical model, Eliade resorted to a
sophisticated classification of different altered states of consciousness—ecstasy, trance, enstasis, samddhi,
possession—endorsing one and subordinating the others according to merit, depending on whether he
was speaking about yoga or shamanism, or what, in his opinion, came before or after, and continually
shifting the values assigned to these concepts. For shamanism, Eliade generally differentiated between
ecstasy, understood as an ascent to heaven, and possession, understood as a descent to the underworld,
and considered the latter to be subsequent (and therefore “degraded”) to the former: “when one fails
to master the ‘spirits, one ends up being ‘possessed’ by them, and in that case, the magical technique
of ecstasy becomes a simple mediumistic automatism” (Eliade 1983:478). However, while generally
associating the term ecstasy with shamanism (the “pure” one, without intoxicants), he suddenly seems to
distinguish shamanic trance from mystical ecstasy (i6id.:437); changes that leave the reader disoriented
and highlight Eliade’s confusion in wanting to handle concepts pertinent to the field of altered states of
consciousness and psychology. Eliade’s distinction between ecstasy and shamanic possession has been
harshly criticised by Ioan Lewis (1972:40-6), who provides a body of Siberian ethnographic data that
demonstrates its inconsistency and laments how this misunderstanding has subsequently been widely
applied in other cultural contexts.

As regards yoga, although he showed awareness of the existence of intoxicating sources (au?adhi)

15  Eliade was at one point rudely expelled from the University of Calcutta by his mentor professor Surendranath
Dasgupta for personal (sentimental) reasons. His claim (Eliade 1982:15) that he spent three years at this Indian university
under Dasgupta’s guidance is untrue; he spent only 21 months there; cf. Guggenbiihl 2008:15-17.
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already in the Yogas?tra, a text believed to have been originally written by Patafjali, considered the
theoretical founder of yoga, Eliade strenuously defended his model:

“In any case, cannabis and similar dyugs cause ecstasy and certainly not samdidhi yoga; these ‘mystical
means’ rightfully belong to the phenomenology of ecstasy and have been reluctantly included in the sphere
of classical Yoga. The fact remains that this allusion by Patanjali himself to the magical-ecstatic virtues
of drugs is significant and full of consequences; it demonstrates the pressure exerted by the ‘ecstatics; their
desire to replace the disciplines of classical Yoga with their own methods. Indeed, a certain number of
Saktas and members of other ecstatic and orgiastic movements have used and still use opium and hashish.
The majority of these ecstatics’ depend more or less directly on Siva, and therefore belong to an aboriginal
cultural stratum” (Eliade 1982:315).

In this passage, Eliade once again offers a racist assessment, alluding to the intellectual inferiority of
the “aborigines”, and a moralistic one, since he associates the use of intoxicating sources with intellectual
inferiority. That ecstatic drug techniques were “reluctantly introduced into the sphere of classical Yoga”
is yet another of his inventions.

As with shamanism, in his study of yoga Eliade was careful to distinguish the original, “pure” form from
the “decadent” forms that came later. Specifically, he considered the “aboriginal” and tantric currents of yoga,
including the techniques aimed at acquiring siddbis, “psychic powers”, to be decadent (“baroque”). Even in
these considerations, Eliade distorted his understanding of the “purity of origins’, as observed by Indologist
Stuart Sarbacker, according to whom: “rather than being an afterthought or an aberration of the yogic path,
siddhis are an integral part of the ideological structure of yogic thought” (Sarbacker 2013:39).

The author of the Yougasutra lists the possible ways of “acquiring the state of union” (siddbi), which can
be innate, or “depend on medicines (ausadhi), the use of formulas (mantra), disciplined asceticism, and
shamadhi”* The inclusion of ausadhi among the tools considered legitimate for generating experiences
that lead to the acquisition of spiritual realisations is therefore unequivocal, and “their use was part of the
culture of asceticism, if not of Yoga itself, at the time of the writing of the Yougasutra. This highlights clear
interactions between the Vedic and yogic traditions” (Sarbacker 2013:43-5); those Vedic derivations of
“drugged” techniques—with obvious references in particular to the visionary drink of so7za—that Eliade
did not want to consider so as not to compromise his puritanical model.

At this point, it is justified to consider a drug-phobic side to Eliade’s personality, in the psychiatric
sense of an “irrational terror” of drugs.

The paradigm of “mystical purity”

The Belgian philologist Franz Cumont (1868—1947), in discussing the use of intoxicating sources in
Eastern religious cults, concluded that “in mysticism one easily slips from the sublime to the ignoble”
(Cumont 1906:38). With this consideration, he inaugurated another twentieth-century paradigm, that
of “mystical purity”, which, similarly to the paradigms of “shamanic purity” and “yogic purity’, views
mystical practices employing intoxicating sources as inferior, if not “ignoble”, forms of mysticism. The
paradigm of “yogic purity” could be considered an ideological construct forming part of the more general
paradigm of “mystical purity”.

The debasement of drug-induced mystical practices was furthered by the writings of the French
Reformed pastor Philippe De Félice (1880-1964). In the 1930s and 1940s, he published two books
dealing with the “lower forms of mysticism’, the first concerning “sacred poisons’, that is, intoxicating
sources, and the second the forms of delirium, madness, and ecstasy that are triggered in small and large
collective gatherings. Although seemingly scholarly, these essays were developed solely by the author
on the basis of other essays and without consulting the specialised literature available in journals of

16  Yougasutra 4.1, in Squarcini’s translation, 2019:39.
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ethnography, anthropology, and the history of religions, which is to say that his work relied essentially on
secondary sources of information.

In his first book, in 1936, De Félice did not explain what he meant by “lower forms of mysticism”, and
he did so only a decade later in his second book. In this, he defines mysticism as:

“the set of means that human beings use to give real or imaginary satisfaction to their fundamental need
to rise above themselves, through what they suppose to be immediate contact with a superior entity, which
religious or philosophical systems will then strive to define. Let us say more briefly that mysticism, from its
most elementary manifestations to its most refined developments, is the technique of self-transcendence”

(De Félice 1946:10).

De Félice distinguishes five groups of procedures that generate mystical states: the “dietetic” one,
which is based on fasting, particular foods, and especially the consumption of intoxicating sources;
the “gymnastic” one, which relies on physical practices such as violent or repetitive movements; and
the “collective power” one, in which the individual absorbs the excitement of a delirious human mass.
These three modalities produce “inferior forms of mysticism”. The other two forms do not use external
means but are based on internal interaction through meditation, contemplation, and asceticism, and
“are undoubtedly situated on a higher level” than the first three (De Félice 1946:11). These criteria of
inferiority and superiority are not explained, justified, or demonstrated, and appear to be based on a
preconceived and ideological presupposition of a religious nature.

Nonetheless, the book on “sacred poisons” is a brilliant study on drugs, where some interesting
concepts are exposed. One of these concerns the consideration that Christian, Sufi, and Jewish mystics
commonly describe their ecstasies using comparisons and terminology related to the intoxication induced
by inebriating substances. Although these are allegorical descriptive methods, De Félice acknowledges
that this is due to the “obvious similarities between the trance of ecstasy and the state of intoxication”
induced by inebriating sources (De Félice 1990:25). Apart from the umpteenth confusion-identification
of trance with ecstasy, the French pastor comes to the conclusion that “in studying the vocabulary of the
mystics one would almost be tempted to believe that, unconsciously, they had no other aim than that of
reawakening in themselves, with new means, the ancient experiences of sacred intoxication” (i6:d.:308),
understood as intoxication from inebriating sources.

Somewhat contradictorily, he believes, however, that those who use drugs in modern Western society
do so unknowingly with a religious motive. That is, they do not realise that with their intoxications they are
trying to approach religious experiences. Therefore, the act of taking drugs nowadays would compensate for
the lack of “spiritual nourishment”, that is, the lack of religious faith: “It is said that religion is the opium of
the people. Wouldn't it be more correct to say that opium, cocaine, alcohol and everything else can replace
religion for those who no longer have a religion?” (ibid.:72). A consideration that finds a close parallel with
what was reported with a poetic accent by the French philosopher Jacques Derrida:

“When the heaven of transcendence ends up being depopulated, and not only of Gods but of every
Other, a kind of fatal rhetoric fills this void, hence the fetishism of drug addiction. Not religion as the
opium of the people, but drugs as the religion of atheist poets—and of some others, more or less atheist,
more or less poets” (Derrida 1995:38).

In other passages, De Félice seems to return to the value of intoxicating sources, believing that given
their universal use, we are not dealing with “an exceptional fact; it is not a matter of something incidental,
but of essential acts” (De Félice 1990:306), and he acknowledges that “among us, libations are less profane
than one might suppose” (ibid.:308). Again, considering drug users, he reports: “it could be that in them
there is more vitality of spirit than in those who, deluding themselves into ignoring their restlessness,
simply condemn them without bothering to understand them” (ibid.:314).
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But since De Félice was a religious man, in addition to reiterating that the use of “sacred poisons” is
nevertheless an inferior form of mysticism, he concludes his essay by calling for a “return to an authentic
Christian spirituality” as a solution to the modern Western drug problem (:bid.:316).

This recalls the famous phrase that William James heard from some doctors (1902:263, n. 1): “the only
radical solution for dyspsomania is religiomania”. But James, unlike De Félice and many other 20th-century
scholars who have dealt with the topic of drugs, was able to distinguish the problem of drug addiction from
the more general human relationship with intoxicating sources, and believed that experiences with certain
drugs could “stimulate the mystical consciousness in an extraordinary way” (ibid.:378)."

Eliade’s enthusiasm for “De Félice’s felicitous expression” could not be missed in titling his books with
the concept of “inferior forms of mysticism”, commenting that: “what is tragic in the human condition
is this eternal return to the inferior forms of mysticism” (Eliade 2004:149). Further denigrating these
“inferior forms”, in a 1930s essay, Eliade reveals how his work was driven by personal religious beliefs,
rather than by an objective spirit of scientific inquiry:

“You oppose religion by quickly replacing it with another, inferior religion. You renounce the mysticism
of a Saint Teresa, but adopt the inferior mysticism of opium. The thirst for redemption—this is the
meaning of that strange human instinct to abandon oneself, to lose oneself. When this instinct finds a
natural, ‘mystical’ outlet, religion knows how to channel human impulses. But it often happens that the
individual stops believing, or is forbidden to believe, in a transcendent order of reality, in religion. This
change, far from liberating man, vulgarises him, leaving him at the mercy of inferior mysticisms. When
you stop believing in paradise, you begin to believe in spiritualism” (Eliade 2004:149).

This consideration overlaps with De Félice’s, with the only difference that the latter’s is not particularly
surprising, having been written by a “true” religious person.

De Félice’s thought influenced especially French and Francophone scholars of the 20th century. This was
the case with Otto Gollnhofer and Roger Sillans, who for several decades conducted ethnographic research
on the Bantu populations of Gabon, particularly the Mitsogho, and their rites using the visionary plant
iboga. Their assessment of the natives’ adoption of iboga as “an inferior form of mysticism” and “a lower

degree of gnosis” is clearly of De Féliceian influence (Gollnhofer and Sillans 1965:161-2; Samorini 2025d).

Other denials and reductionisms

Hungarian philologist Karol Kerényi (1897-1973) was one of the greatest scholars of ancient Greek
culture in the 20th century. One need only look at his 1961 essay on Dionysus, his 1962 essay on the two
Eleusinian goddesses, or his 1940—-1941 essay on mythology, co-authored with Jung,'® to appreciate the
depth of his scholarship. I begin with this sincere appreciation, as I must also subject Kerényi to critical
scrutiny regarding intoxicating sources.

The Hungarian scholar was also convinced that “in the history of religions, periods habitually arise in
which strong means are used when simpler ones are no longer sufficient” (Kerényi 1992:45). By “strong
means” he means intoxicating sources. He cites the ancient Minoan culture as an example, in whose later
phase, he says, opium “revived the ancient visionary capacity and evoked visions that previously occurred
without opium: an artificially produced experience of transcendence in nature was able to replace the
original experience for some time” (id.). We are once again faced with the idea of the nostalgic visionary
“purity” of the origins, which no twentieth-century scholar has been able to demonstrate with credible
data, but which appears to be an evident ideological presupposition based on personal beliefs. Eliade’s

thought (belief) looms large.

17 James also based this statement on personal experiences with ether and nitrous oxide.

18  Italian editions of Dionysus from 1992 and that of Jung and Kerény from 1972.
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Kerényi offered another example to demonstrate his thesis, drawing on his studies of Native North
Americans and his contact with Carl Gustav Jung and Paul Radin. The latter was an anthropologist
specialising in Native North American cultures. The collaboration between these scholars led to the
development of a three-authored essay on the mythological figure of the zrickster.”

According to Kerényi, even among Native North Americans it is possible to observe the transition
from the “pure” to the “artificial” phase of vision-inducing techniques. Before the disastrous contact with
the Whites, “a simple fast was enough for them to have visions. Only at the time of the decline of Indian
culture did they begin to use the cactus peyote, mescaline. Before that, this was not necessary. The strong
mean has not always been part of the Indians’ way of life, but it helped keep this style alive” (id.:45).° The
Hungarian scholar is referring to the use of peyote in the cult of the Native American Church, a religious
movement that spread among numerous groups of natives who had been defeated in the clash with the
White invaders (Stewart 1987).

Kerényi demonstrates ignorance of the history of the relationship between intoxicating sources
and Native Americans. For example, he is unaware of the mescal cults that were practiced for several
millennia by numerous ethnic groups on the North American plains. Mescal, from which the word
mescaline mistakenly originates, has nothing to do with the peyote cactus, but is the large hallucinogenic
seed of a plant from the Fabaceae family, Sophora secundiflora.* The mescal cults were referred to by
Native Americans by different names: Wichita Dance, Deer Dance, Whistle Dance, Elk Dance, and Red
Medicine Society (Samorini 2017). Numerous ethnographic and archaeological studies on the mescal
cult, which was gradually replaced by the peyote cult, had already been developed and were available at
the time of Kerényi’s observations. Thus, Native North Americans did not obtain visions in “#//o tempore”
only through fasting, but by taking the mescal bean, and this was done at least 10,000 years ago, as
archacological data has shown.” Furthermore, Native North Americans also used hallucinogenic plants
of the Datura genus starting at least from the beginning of the second millennium of our era.”

While believing that the use of the strong mean, mescaline, is characteristic of the era, that is, the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, both among North American natives and among Western
experimenters such as Louis Lewin and Aldous Huxley (Kerényi 1965:204), in the context of the history
of religions Kerényi called the phases of use of intoxicating sources by human populations the “Mescaline
Periods”, understood as phases subsequent to those of the original “visionary purity” (Kerényi 1965).
In addition to the inappropriate terminological arbitrariness of using the term “mescaline” to define
religious phases of all human populations, the influence of Eliade’s thought and the Christian concept
of the “fall” of values that humanity would suffer everywhere is evident, with the consequent adoption of
the “lower forms of mysticism”, to use De Félice’s words.

But it is in the writings of the German historian of religions Walter Burkert (1931-2015) that one
can discern the apotheosis of 20th-century drug-related thought in the humanistic studies. Burkert
was a confirmed denier: he denied that any form of ecstasy was experienced in mystery cults (Burkert
1989:149), he firmly denied that mystery religions had any influence on the rise of Christianity (ibid.:7,
134), and he did not even believe that these cults could be considered as properly religious forms (iid.:8),
relegating them to a mere “optional activity” within polytheistic religion (#bid.:16). Furthermore, he

19 The Divine Trickster. This text was first published in German in 1954, and in Italian in 1965; T used the 1979 reprint
published by Bompiani (Radin, Jung and Kerényi 1979).

20  Kerényi reported the same concept in his Italian preface to I/ briccone divino (Radin et al. 1979:18).

21  Now reclassified as Dermatophyllum secundiflorum (Ortega) Gandhi & Reveal.

22 Campbel 1958; Adovasio and Fry 1976.

23 See for example, and to cite studies available at the time of Kerényi’s statements, Cultler and Kalan 1956; Yarnell 1959.

24 Kerényi (1965:201) called LSD “hypermescaline”
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denied that mystery cults professed any form of faith or belief (ibid.:62, 65). Furthermore, his assertion
that in the ancient world there was a “state of underdevelopment of introspection, observed from a
modern point of view” (ibid.:119) is perplexing. With such a statement, he seems to ignore or deny the
philosophical depths reached by Plato, Aristotle, Plutarch, and many ancient authors who effectively
founded introspection in Western cultures.

Considering the problem of the presence of intoxicating sources in the Eleusinian Mysteries, Burkert
indulges in considerations that are not only incorrect but rather fanciful. Although he appears to be aware
of the hypothesis that among the intoxicating sources was a lysergic derivative of ergot, the fungus that
infects cereal ears, and that it was obtained from crops in the nearby Raria plain (a hypothesis proposed
by Wasson ez al. 1978), he believed it impossible to obtain sufficient quantities for the thousands of
participants in the cult (Burkert 1989:143); a consideration that was not based on precise calculations
obtained from mycological, agrarian and pharmacological data, since Burkert did not have the necessary
expertise in these scientific fields, but which he put forward just to contradict.” Even his statement that
the Eleusinian intoxicating source could hardly have been opium since, again, it would not have been
possible to obtain sufficient quantities “for thousands of initiates who did not even smoke” (ibid.:144)
highlights his naivety in matters of drug knowledge, not knowing that the practice of smoking originated
in the New World.

But the denialist apotheosis lies in the following considerations of the German scholar, which end up
involving Castaneda’s novels and even the sleeping bag of Wasson, the ethnomycologist who discovered
the modern traditional Mexican uses of hallucinogenic mushrooms:

“What is perbaps most important is that drug use, as our time is destined to prove, does not create
a true sense of community but rather leads to isolation. (..) If Carlos Castaneda, with any degree of
authenticity, has given an account of anything resembling drug-using mysteries, the striking feature is the
long and arduous period of apprenticeship under the direction of a single master, the ‘teachings of Don
Juan’ Typologically, this amounts to the succession of charismatic magicians or artisans, but not to the
communal experience of the ancient mysteries, open to the public, on request, within a few days. A week
was enough for Eleusis, much less for Samothrace. For a ceremony such as R.G. Wasson boasts of having
experienced in Mexico, during which he lay in a sleeping bag while a shaman chanted continuously, the
steps of the Telesterion would have been totally unsuitable. A king wishing to do a favour to his hetaira
during the nights of Eleusis provided her with a seat near the hierophant, not a sleeping bag. It is thus
by contrast, rather than by analogy, that the drug hypothesis helps us understand the ancient mysteries”
(Burkert 1989:144).

These are nonsensical considerations; what does Wasson’s sleeping bag have to do with the Eleusinian
Mysteries! Considerations that the German scholar concludes with a statement unacceptable to any
serious scholar of religion, just like his concept of an “underdeveloped state of introspection” in ancient
Greek culture, namely that “there are good reasons to emphasise a simpler and more concrete form of
communal bliss that was present in all the ancient mysteries: the banquet, that s, the sharing of an opulent
meal” (ibid.:144--5). From the heights of his European and American professorships, Burkert educated
generations of 20th-century scholars.

Other classicists, while not denying the use of intoxicating sources in the Eleusinian Mysteries and
other ancient cults, downplay their importance, relegating them to a secondary function of the cult.
This is the case of Giulia Sfameni Gasparro, a full professor at the University of Messina and a brilliant
classicist researcher. Regarding the visionary sources of the Eleusinian Mysteries, she commented that
these “in procuring a psychological state of exaltation in the initiates, do not exhaust the historical-
religious significance of the mystery phenomenon” (Sfameni Gasparro 1986:67, n. 144); a consideration

25  Elsewhere (Samorini 2000) I have highlighted how this was potentially possible.
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devoid of much significance since no factor or aspect, however essential, of a mystery cult ever exhausts
its historical-religious significance. This is a typical “yes, but” reaction. The Italian classicist uses an untrue
fact to demonstrate her reductionist thesis: “in many initiatory contexts (..) foods or drinks are sometimes
used that are capable of temporarily modifying the mental state of the participants, without the function
and structure of the rite being attributable to this element” (id.).

Examples of reductionism can also be observed in modern ethnographic research. Anthropologist
Angel Aedo studied the use of kieri>® among the Wixdritari (Huichol) of northern Mexico. Despite
dedicating an entire book to the subject, he gave little importance to the plant’s visionary properties, as
he himself acknowledged, justifying it as follows:

“To those interested in entheogenic [psychedelic] phenomena, it may seem that our moderate attention
to the psychoactive effects of plants has undermined the role they play in the formation of native religions.
Everything seems to indicate, however, that it is not the intrinsic qualities of things that dictate the
contents and forms of consciousness; on the contrary, the dynamism of permutations demonstrated by
mythic complexes speaks of a terrain in which the foundation of the meaning of the elements must be
sought outside themselves” (Aedo 2011:261).

To challenge the reductionism of Sfameni Gasparro and Aedo, it is sufficient to observe the rites and
mythologies of traditional peoples regarding psychoactive plants, to understand how numerous cultures
have placed the intoxicating plant, which offers “revelations” and “illuminations’, at the centre of their
religious system and as the fulcrum of their interpretative system of the different aspects of reality and
life, and consequently of their ritual systems (Samorini 2016). “We have drunk soa, we have become
immortal / We have entered the light, we have known the gods”, says a famous passage from the ancient
Rig Veda (V1I1, 48, 3). “We have eaten iboga, we have seen life,” say the Fang initiates of the modern Buiti
cult of Gabon.”” “Chew well, young brother, chew well so that you may see your life”, say the Wixritari
shamans of Mexico to young adepts who are about to ingest the peyote cactus (Furst 1981:182). “I ate
the fly agaric so that all men may live well. T ate the fly agaric so that the reindeer may live well”, goes a
song of the Koriak shamans of Siberia (Batyanova 1999:74). Existential and ontological contents that are
anything but “outside” the act of assuming visionary sources, of taking drugs.

Finally, a further reductionist approach to the value of the intoxicating sources used in “paths of
knowledge” is to see only an initial use of such paths, believing that, once “the path” has been opened,
there is no further need to use them. One can perhaps glimpse the founder of this imaginative construct
in the writer Carlos Castaneda. In his novels, the Western character Carlos interacts with a man of
knowledge from the Mexican Yaqui culture named Don Juan. Don Juan initially has Carlos undergo
some experiences with visionary sources, with the aim of “opening his mind”, given his mental obtuseness.
Castaneda himself originated the New Age literary style in which Western apprentices are deliberately
portrayed as obtuse to highlight the level of wisdom of the men of knowledge from the traditional
cultures with whom they interact.

I cite as another example the interaction of a white man referred to as “.B.” with a shaman of the
Dogrib Athabaskan ethnic group of Canada, who only gives ].B. fly agaric once or twice. As I have pointed
out elsewhere (Samorini 2023), this story, featured in a book written by a certain Stephen Larsen, far
from reporting real facts as long believed even by scholars such as Richard Schultes and Albert Hofmann,
is a complete invention of the author.

The concept of visionary sources used solely to open paths to knowledge is found not only in New Age
literature but also in ethnographic studies. This is the case of French psychologist and sociologist Michel

26 A powerful hallucinogenic plant of the genus Solandra (Samorini 2025b).

27 “Bidzi ya éboga. Bi yen ya eniii”; a phrase I collected during my fieldwork among the Fang of Gabon (Samorini
20254).
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Fromaget, who participated as an observer in a 7zisoko ritual near Libreville, the capital of Gabon. Misoko
is a divinatory practice conducted by diviners called zganga, in which iboga is used as a visionary agent.
Nganga must undergo a long initiatory process during which they gradually acquire varying degrees of

knowledge.

Considering the distinction commonly followed by scholars between “spontaneous clairvoyance”
and “induced clairvoyance”, meaning the former without and the latter with the aid of intoxicating
sources, the French psychologist comes to consider misoko as an “intermediate” form. This is because,
he argues, the misoko nganga permanently acquire the ability to divine during their first initiation with
iboga, and subsequently no longer require the use of this plant (Fromaget 1986:91). Fromaget creates
interpretative models that have no ethnographic correspondence. It is well known that during all iboga
cults in equatorial Africa—for divinatory, therapeutic, or religious purposes—iboga is always consumed,
and not only in the context of initiations; a fact that I have been able to personally verify during my 30
years of fieldwork in Gabon (Samorini 2025¢). For the specific case of misoko, the in-depth ethnographic
observations of Julien Bonhomme (2003:121) are valid.
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