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Critical engagement 

A good example of critically engaging with a scholarly viewpoint is found in the book ‘The Alchemy of Culture-intoxicants in society by Richard Rudgley, British Museum Press 1993’ on P. 38. Here it states that the role of intoxicants in the shamanic traditions has had some disagreements, seeming to stem from Mircea Eliade ‘professor of history of religions’ and his religious, maybe biased viewpoint. The viewpoint in question is his claim that ‘although mushroom intoxication produces contact with the spiritual world it does so in a ‘passive and crude’ way. Also describing such practices as ‘decadent, late and derivative in their attempts to imitate an earlier ‘purer’ form of shamanism. That the spiritual journeys of theses lesser shamans are achieved in a ‘mechanical and corrupt’ fashion. Rudgley goes on to explain that, in his view Eliade is lacking in his scholarly impartiality and more than generous with his biased religion tainted judgment. I agree with Rudgley on this point in that in a true accounting of an anthropological event, the anthropologist must always be impartial to write the most accurate report of the happenings being observed. However, I can and do have some sympathy for Mircea’s point of view, in that if the shamans in Siberia that he witnessed taking fly agaric were behaving in a way that would be considered immoral and almost drunken without responsibility, then I can see that in light of the classic description of a true shamans role in society, that of the person who will help the tribe in need, these drunken shamans on fly agaric may not have not given Mircea the confidence for trust. Starting at the bottom of P. 40 in the same book is a counter argument given by Rudgley, where he cites a Koryak myth about big raven(creator) asking for help from existence to lift heavy objects, this deity told him to eat fly agaric. This brings up the ‘late and derivative’ comment from Eliade and is proven, at least in myth that fly agaric has its place as far back as the creation of that specific creation myth of the Koryak. I personally think, as unacademically trained as I currently am, that Rudgley comes from a more impartial standpoint. Eliade may have had his reasons for his judging but as an anthropologist, impartiality is key.
