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What People Are Saying About


Infinite Perception


Humankind is now facing major existential threats. The emergence of global consciousness is absolutely required to solve these threats. If you want to learn more about how psychedelics can foster such emergence and positively contribute to individual, societal, and cultural transformations, please read this important and timely book.


Mario Beauregard, neuroscientist, author of Brain Wars and Expanding Reality, co-author of the “Manifesto for a Post-Materialist Science”


Infinite Perception is a brilliant new anthology of timeless wisdom for these changing times. As the weaponization of culture filters our consciousness, just as psychedelics penetrate the capitalist mainstream, we need voices—and experience—like the authors here share, that understand the vision emerging from our altered states is a vital part of the global transformation. Beyond the medical model of psychedelics, the mystical experience is what connects us to meaning and understanding our place. Indigenous voices parallel Western doctors and explorers in this vital collection that maps the cultural and societal transformation afoot with psychedelics, and the personal transformations that heal and illuminate our journeys into the mystery.


Rak Razam, author of Aya Awakenings, filmmaker









[image: image]









Previous Books


Expanding Science: Visions of a Postmaterialist Paradigm


Edited by Mario Beauregard, PhD; Gary E. Schwartz, PhD; Natalie L. Dyer, PhD; and Marjorie Woollacott, PhD


ISBN-10: 1-73544-912-1


ISBN-13: 978-1-73544-912-8


Moon Cartagena and Colombia’s Caribbean Coast


By Ocean Malandra


Publisher Moon Travel


ISBN-13: 978-1-64049-941-6









[image: image]









[image: image]


First published by O-Books, 2024


O-Books is an imprint of Collective Ink Ltd.,


Unit 11, Shepperton House, 89 Shepperton Road, London, N1 3DF


office@collectiveinkbooks.com


www.collectiveinkbooks.com


www.o-books.com


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Ocean Malandra and Nancy L. Dyer, PhD, 2023


ISBN: 978 1 80341 460 7


978 1 80341 461 4 (ebook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 9781803414607


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers. 


The rights of Ocean Malandra and Nancy L. Dyer, PhD as authors have been asserted in ­accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. 


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library. 


Design: Lapiz Digital Services


UK: Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY


Printed in North America by CPI GPS partners


The authors of this book do not dispense medical advice or prescribe the use of any technique as a form of treatment for physical, emotional, or medical problems without the advice of a physician, either directly or indirectly. The intent of the authors is only to offer information of a general nature to help you in your quest for emotional and spiritual well-being. In the event you use any of the information in this book for yourself, which is your constitutional right, the authors and the publisher assume no responsibility for your actions.




We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.












Ocean Malandra is a freelance writer from Northern California that has spent much of the last two decades traveling and living in Latin America, much of that time in the Amazonian regions. His work focuses on solution-based environmental journalism, sustainable food and travel, social justice, and psychedelic plant medicines. He has been published in over 30 different media outlets including Mongabay, VICE, Earth Island Journal, Parabola magazine, High Times magazine, Amazon Watch, Leafly, Reset.me, Invisible People, and Paste magazine, where he wrote the environmental column EarthRx. Ocean is also the author of the Moon Travel guide series on Colombia, a country that has become his home away from home.


Contact: oceanmalandra@gmail.com


Dr. Natalie L. Dyer, PhD, is a Research Scientist with Connor Whole Health at University Hospitals, President of the Center for Reiki Research, and serves on the board of the Scientific and Medical Network. Natalie completed her doctorate in neuroscience at Queen’s University and postdoctoral fellowships in psychology at Harvard University and Harvard Medical School.


She has published many scientific papers and book chapters on postmaterialist science, psychedelics, and the therapeutic effects of integrative medicine practices, including yoga, acupuncture, mindfulness, and energy medicine. She is co-editor of the book Expanding Science: Visions of a Postmaterialist Paradigm. Natalie is also an energy medicine practitioner and teacher with clients around the world. Her passion is in understanding and addressing mental and physical health from a psychospiritual perspective. She lives in the woods on the east coast of Canada with her husband, artist Louis Dyer, and their daughter.


Website: drnataliedyer.com


Contact: natalie.leigh.dyer@gmail.com









Introduction


Into the Mystic


Ocean Malandra


We are now fully in the middle of a “psychedelic renaissance.” After decades of being pushed into the underground, visionary plants and other mind-opening substances are not only being studied at major universities all around the world, but at the grassroots level, communities, cities, and even entire states are decriminalizing their use. Behind this global movement lies a belief that psychedelics have a unique role to play in transforming the world by facilitating change right at the most primary level—human consciousness.


How that will happen and what will result from it is the theme of this book.


We believe that psychedelics are indeed a powerful tool for helping to facilitate transformation at every level of our now global civilization. The root meaning of “Psyche,” which is “mind” or “soul” plus the root meaning of “Delic,” to “manifest,” literally points to their potential in helping us dream up new possibilities and make them realities. That is what this book is about.


The mainstreaming of psychedelics has also attracted certain interests, motivated by the investment potential, who are attempting to dominate the conversation with promises of “psychedelic therapies” to treat modern crisis level issues like depression and addiction. This book will also widen the conversation around that deceptively simple narrative.


While psychedelic compounds can be shown to have biochemical effects on the brain, what dozens of studies actually show1 (and tons of personal stories also attest to) is that it is the extent that each person feels like they have had a “mystical experience” while under the influence of psychedelics that determines whether they get a therapeutic effect.


In other words, the magic happens at the consciousness level, not just the chemical. True to their literal definition, psychedelics are conscious change agents, not simply pharmaceuticals with only mechanical modes of action. In other words, they are active medicines, not passive. They need your participation to be effective. This is the core reason why all the hyped-up pharmaceutical claims fall flat. A theme that will be explored extensively in this book.


After all, studies are now showing that most of our mental health epidemic is being driven by social forces and not chemical ones. Depression and addiction shoot up when student and credit loan debts climb,2 when soulless jobs and lack of community leave people feeling isolated, and when the stress of capitalistic competition in every arena of life leaves one feeling drained and numb.


In fact, a recent study proved that when depression is not treated as an abnormal response to a normal situation, and instead seen as the opposite—a normal response to an abnormal situation—patients immediately felt better and their outcomes actually improved.3 This turns the Western model of mental health on its head, literally. And it’s about time. 


With scientists telling us that the ecosystems of our planet simply cannot sustain any more business as usual, with global superpowers poised on the edge of World War III, and unprecedented inequality stretching social tensions to their breaking point all around the world, I think we are finally ready to collectively face reality. To me, this is the real reason why the “psychedelic renaissance” is happening right now.


Psychedelics are not about simply numbing the symptoms so we can get back to work on a system that we should be moving beyond. They are for opening the mind to other possibilities. They are for entering that mystical realm, where true wisdom is gained that can truly transform our world.


This is what has inspired the title of this book. It comes from a well-known 19th century poem by William Blake, which states that:


If the doors of perception were cleansed, everything would appear as it really is, infinite.


While this phrase has become a kind of recurring reference point in modern psychedelic culture—everything from Aldous Huxley’s The Doors of Perception, which details his explorations with mescaline, to the epitome of countercultural 60s musical band The Doors—Blake himself was actually inspired to write it by Plato’s “Parable of The Cave,” as Professor Carl Ruck explains in chapter 7 of this book.


Written at the dawn of Western civilization, the parable of the cave is a starkly powerful description of the limited perception we experience in everyday life. A reality in which the intricate connections between things, the infinite connections even, are not always apparent. Trapped in the darkness of a cave, stumbling in the near blindness of our own limited awareness, we don’t have the ability to see exactly how we have gotten ourselves into our dilemmas, both personal and global, and we have a hard time seeing what “other possibilities” exist.


In Plato’s allegory, one of the cave dwellers makes their way out into the sunshine. A reality of only vagueness and shadows is instantly transformed, illuminated, into a world of full spectrum colors, arching skies and endless horizons, populated with all the various forms of life that the world contains. It is no wonder that this allegory, and Blake’s poeticized version of it, have become metaphors for the psychedelic experience.


Under the influence of psychedelic plant medicines, the unseen becomes vividly real, often even more real than reality itself as it pulses in technicolor visions before us. It is as if in the middle of the night, lost in the dark forest, we are suddenly given the night-vision of an owl and the whole world in all its intricately detailed nuances, only hinted at in the shadows before, is now cast in the floodlights for us to inspect, up close, and verify with our own senses.


This is the mystical experience that brings real healing. Here in the illuminated reality of infinite perception, where everything is interconnected, interdependent, and intertwined, every one of our actions is shown to have a ripple effect, not just among those that they immediately touch, but across the entire cosmos. It’s like turning a tapestry over and seeing that, from the back, it’s apparent that all those different figures and shapes are really all created from the same thread. A thread that weaves its way in and out of visible reality in a constant continuum.


A thread that has no beginning and no end. This is the mystical experience of infinite perception.


This is a book about what role psychedelics and their ability to open us up to this infinite perception, to allow us to escape the cave, that grant us owl vision in the darkest night, will have in helping us reimagine, reinvent, human civilization at the precisely the moment when it has become completely globalized, yet is poised at the brink of ecological collapse, world war, widespread poverty and inequality, and massive mental and spiritual pain.


This last bit is possibly what is driving the search for “other possibilities” harder than any of the others. Our own pain.


While each chapter in this book can be simply read on its own and will offer the reader a glimpse into one of these “other possibilities,” the book is also organized to have a continuous thematic arc from beginning to end. It is a journey in and of itself that opens with a cosmic vision and closes with a personal one, yet at the same time, shows that those are the same thing. That is the power of infinite perception.


Each chapter is a glimpse into the potential of psychedelic plant medicines to play an active role in global transformation. Together, the chapters of this book help bring some clarity to just what exactly we are doing, what exactly we are aiming at, when we talk of a psychedelic renaissance and the role it may have in transforming our world into something more just, sustainable, and sacred. The mystical experience lies at the heart of this, and it is the continuous theme that weaves its way through this book.


The first section, “Cultural Transformation,” begins with indigenous perspectives that ground us in the true use of visionary medicine. We are to harmonize with the world, reconnect to nature and understand that we are right now at a point of spiritual evolution. We then move into chapters that address some of our core cultural dilemmas that stand in the way of that evolution, from Zoe Helene showing how psychedelics can help us deconstruct the entrenched patriarchy that has defined male as dominator over not just female but the entire natural world, to Chaikuni Witan on how they can help us heal from the plague of racism, which has institutionalized the opposite of brotherly love.


The next section, “Societal Transformation,” dives right into perspective changes at the societal level, from how psychedelics could help us transform the medical, legal and penal systems to how the psychedelic movement risks being co-opted by those very same entrenched institutions. This section includes entries from some of the top organizations involved in psychedelic research and their integration into modern society including MAPS, ICEERS, and Decriminalize Nature. A chapter on ayahuasca as a tool of resistance for indigenous Amazonian cultures, which has many deep implications for spiritually grounded revolutionary movements in the West, is also included here.


The last section zooms in to “Personal Transformation” itself. Your own experience is the last word after all, and it is here that you can read personal stories of those that have worked with psychedelic plant medicines in ways that have brought about healing and transformation. This section also includes several voices who have devoted their lives to working with specific plant medicines including author Elizabeth Bast, who shares the wisdom she has gained through apprenticing with the Bwiti tradition and the sacred Iboga plant, and ethnobotanist Scott Lite, who has been rediscovering the lost traditions of the Huachuma cactus.


We are publishing this book because in the process of global transformation, psychedelics will undoubtedly play a key role. While they are not the only doorway to the mystic experience, they are indeed a fast pass. A blinding flash that illuminates deeper levels of reality. In the right context and conditions, the right set and setting, with the right intentions and guidance, just like many indigenous and traditional societies have been using them for thousands of years, they are powerful tools for reharmonizing human consciousness with the true fundamental laws of the cosmos and the awe-inspiring complexity and abundance of Mother Nature.


It makes sense that the mental health crisis, the massive amount of spiritual pain in the world right now, is driving the new “psychedelic renaissance.” But let’s get to the root of it, not just treat the symptoms. After all, personal healing and global transformation go hand in hand, are infinitely connected. A world without war and environmental degradation, without racism and sexism, and without monotonous mechanized lifestyles, would also be a world without depression, addiction, and other mental illnesses.


Only wisdom drawn from the mystical realm, long suppressed in Western civilization, but still intimately part of everyday life for indigenous societies, will bring us out of the cave. Psychedelics, with their ability to catalyze a mystic experience in each and every one of us, are a tool, a torch, to help us find the way.


May this book inspire you to join in on this incredible journey as globalized humanity awakes to its true potential and dreams the world anew.


Ocean Malandra
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Overview


Transcending the Conditioned Mind: Reprogramming through Psychedelics


Natalie L. Dyer, PhD


Global society has reached a crossroads with an uncertain trajectory. The path toward sophisticated artificial intelligence paired with the corporate media-pharmaceutical-agricultural-military hydra is a dangerous cocktail capable of destroying all life and the planet. People and animals are suffering needlessly, knowingly, and despite having the financial and practical means to end this suffering, we continue to prioritize other, less important things such as entertainment or war. Societal sickness is reflected in the mental health of its citizens, which has not shown any strong signs of improvement. At this critical juncture we need to widen our circle of compassion and see ourselves as the whole of which we are a part. One key to assist the transformation of the human psyche and society may be psychedelics. Psychedelics have a remarkable ability to alter consciousness which often leads to positive transformation mediated by ego dissolution, mystical experiences, and shifting the narratives we have about our life. This transformation is manifested as improved psychological health, greater empathy, life meaning, and positive changes in worldview.


Psychedelics can change perception in such a powerful way as to reprogram our psyche toward greater psychological health, compassion toward others, and stewardship toward nature. To change our psychology, we need to change our way of thinking, our beliefs, our programming. The brain is wired to repeat neural activation based on previous use, so it is easy to get stuck in certain modes of thinking and emotions day to day. It is as if we create grooves in our mind that make thinking and feeling in different ways quite difficult under normal conditions. Psychedelics disrupt this groove, often leading to new understandings about the nature of reality and our relationship to each other and the whole. This meaningful shift can psychologically transform individuals stuck in suffering, anhedonia, or apathy toward life as life becomes infused with fresh energy and deeper meaning. Psychedelics can radically change the way we look at the world in a single instant. Perception, cognition, and emotion alter in ways that are often ineffable.


Healing the Mind


Psychedelics have been used therapeutically for thousands of years (Hofmann, 1980) and recent estimates suggest that there currently are over 30 million lifetime users of psychedelics in the United States (Krebs & Johansen, 2013). Many of these users are self-medicating with psychedelics for mental health reasons (Carhart-Harris & Nutt, 2010; Carhart-Harris & Goodwin, 2017). Indeed, certain psychedelic substances like psilocybin from magic mushrooms, or LSD, have been scientifically shown to improve psychological health in the short and long-term (Wheeler & Dyer et al., 2020; Carhart-Harris et al., 2016; 2017; Roseman et al., 2017; Watts et al., 2017; Erritzoe et al., 2018). Recent results from clinical trials indicate that some psychedelics have strong psychotherapeutic potential for treating mental health issues (Wheeler & Dyer, 2020) including anxiety (dos Santos et al., 2018), depression (Reiche et al., 2018), post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Sessa et al., 2019), and substance use disorders (Winkelman, 2014).


In general, psychedelic research comes with stigma and heavy baggage, perhaps because of its dark history involving the CIA, Nazi scientists, and covert mind control experiments (Moreno, 2016), combined with the media spreading fear regarding these substances. There has been concern for decades over the potential association between using psychedelics and developing mental illness. Despite these concerns, large-scale studies of over 130,000 participants revealed no significant relationships between lifetime use of psychedelics and increased mental health problems (Krebs & Johansen, 2013; Johansen & Krebs, 2015). On the contrary, in some cases psychedelic use was associated with fewer mental health problems (Krebs & Johansen, 2013; Johansen & Krebs, 2015).


During the early research with psychedelics, many clinical trials were conducted with favorable results for mental health (Grinspoon & Bakalar, 1979; Krebs & Johansen, 2012; Rucker, Iliff, & Nutt, 2018). The success was such that psychedelic therapy had nearly become part of mainstream psychiatric treatment by the 1960s. However, much of this early psychedelic research had methodological flaws and ethical concerns, with the regulations for conducting research with human subjects not as strict as the present day. For these reasons, combined with fear and its sordid past, the first wave of psychedelic research was met with political backlash and the research was halted and suppressed, preventing further investigation until the 1990s. Since then, there has been a revitalization of psychedelic research comprised of many well-designed, ethically rigorous studies of psychotherapy combined with psychedelics, called psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy (Wheeler & Dyer, 2020; Carhart-Harris & Goodwin, 2017). Clinical trials of psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy are on the rise, allowing psychedelics to regain acceptance as therapeutic agents by both researchers and clinicians (Daly, 2018).


The recent revival of research has been largely focused on the therapeutic potential of psychedelics, with the Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies (MAPS) spearheading much of the research (see MAPS founder Rick Doblin’s chapter). Different types of psychedelics may be useful for different psychological issues (Wheeler & Dyer, 2020). For example, with respect to the classic serotonergic psychedelics, psilocybin has demonstrated wide-ranging potential for treating anxiety, depression, OCD, and substance use disorders associated with alcohol and nicotine; and LSD has shown preliminary ability to treat symptoms of anxiety associated with terminal illness. The empathogen-entactogen MDMA demonstrates strong potential to treat symptoms of PTSD, and there is some support for its ability to treat anxiety associated with autism. The dissociative ketamine and the indole alkaloid ibogaine have shown preliminary efficacy to treat substance use disorders associated with opioids.


Psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy sessions are often led by licensed professionals who are trained in administering psychedelics and monitoring their use, including how to properly guide the patient to minimize distress and support integration after the experience (Mithoefer et al., 2016). Psychedelics may alter consciousness to provide a deeper healing experience during psychotherapy sessions compared to what may be accessible under a normal state of consciousness (Bogenschutz et al., 2018; Nielson et al., 2018; Mithoefer et al., 2018; Belser et al., 2017; Swift et al., 2017; Wagner et al., 2017; Noorani et al., 2018). Psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy can alleviate symptoms of mental illness for some people who do not find relief with standard treatment options (Roseman et al., 2017; Johnson et al., 2014; Watts et al., 2017; Ot’alora et al., 2018; Bouso et al., 2008). For example, up to one-third of individuals with major depressive disorder are resistant to conventional treatment such as selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) and psychotherapy. For these patients, psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy may hold promise as an effective treatment for their symptoms (Schenberg, 2018).


Along with improvements in clinical indicators of mental illness, reports from interviews with patients also demonstrate the positive impact of psychedelic-assisted therapy on mental health and allow for a deeper investigation into the possible mediators of their therapeutic benefit. Patients that underwent psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy often report: an acceptance of suppressed emotions, increased connectedness to others, greater forgiveness and compassion towards others and the self, enhanced introspective awareness and understanding, increased motivation and commitment to change, positive changes in worldview, acceptance of death for those with terminal illness, ego dissolution, and profound mystical experiences (Mithoefer et al., 2011; Belser et al., 2017; Swift et al., 2017; Wagner et al., 2017; Watts et al., 2017; Bogenschutz et al., 2018; Mithoefer et al., 2018; Nielson et al., 2018; Noorani et al., 2018).


Making the Unconscious Conscious


Psychedelics allow for aspects of our unconscious minds to become conscious, enabling us to identify and modify our hidden programming; our beliefs and ways of being in the world. How we have been behaving, thinking, and feeling can be perceived more objectively, as we become a detached witness. Because of this, psychedelics can expose our programming in an instant, allowing for the opportunity to reprogram beliefs and behaviors that no longer serve our best interests. During psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy, patients can have access to long-held intense or repressed emotions such as grief, sadness, and traumatic pain, and by confronting these repressed emotions, they may be able to move on and leave their emotional pain in the past (Watts et al., 2017). Interviews with patients following psychedelic psychotherapy indicate that psychedelics seem to encourage connection, acceptance, and dealing with emotions (Moreno, Wiegand, Taitano, & Delgado, 2006). On the other hand, patients report that medications and some short-term talk therapies tended to reinforce their sense of disconnection and avoidance while blunting emotional responses and emotions. For example, psilocybin-assisted psychotherapy seems to have the opposite action from SSRIs and allowed patients to confront their emotions for processing rather than suppressing them (Moreno et al., 2006). Psychedelics have therapeutic potential through bringing our unconscious shadows to the light of awareness to be transformed.


Psychedelic-Enhanced Intuition: Seeing in Unseen


For tens of thousands of years, humanity’s indigenous populations frequently consumed psychoactive plant or fungi medicine for intuitive insight and healing (Hofmann, 1980). Many shamans and medicine men and women use psychedelics for healing by entering their own unconscious mind and the unconscious mind of the one being healed. In this way they alter their consciousness to perceive the hidden aspects of the mind that may be causing suffering for the individual. In some forms of shamanism, depression is akin to the concept of soul loss, in which part of our essence is no longer enlivening our form, often due to trauma. This is when aspects of our conscious self migrate into the unconscious self. Shamans navigate the unconscious realm with the help of tools that shift consciousness to bring aspects that need healing to the light, or the conscious mind. This process brings more spirit or life force back into the body. In energy medicine, we are healthy when we have an even steady flow of energy in, out, and throughout the body. In these traditions, health is related to full embodiment of mind and spirit.


Carl Jung said intuition is “perception via the unconscious” (Jung, 1971). The psychedelic experience involves perceiving much more than we do during the normal waking state. As Aldous Huxley would agree, it opens the reducing valve to allow for greater access to Mind At Large (Huxley, 1954). This is related to the filter theory, which states that the brain acts as a filter for consciousness. This filtering mechanism can be altered, allowing an experience of other aspects of reality not normally perceived. This alteration may also be occurring during mystical experiences, mediumship, and other psychical phenomena. We know that the brain is constantly filtering information, much of which never reaches our awareness. Information from both our external environment and internal mental environment is filtered, meaning we are only ever aware of a very small portion of reality at any given moment. If we think of the brain as a filter for consciousness, we can change the dial and tap into information normally outside of our own internal database. This is a theory for how psi abilities work. In line with this hypothesis, scientific evidence supports the accuracy of some extrasensory perceptions during psychedelic experiences (Luke, 2008). Taking psychedelics can be like opening an inner portal whereby the contents of the unconscious or larger mind begin to flood into the conscious or smaller mind. It can be difficult to close this portal after the psychedelic has worn off, and many can feel as if they have gone crazy. Post-treatment psychological integration sessions are important so that the individual can make sense of what emotions and thoughts were uncovered during the session. Without proper post-session integration, a more serious psychological condition could develop (Cohen et al., 1958; Belser et al., 2017).


Ego Dissolution: Deprogramming the Psyche


Sometimes, psychedelics can permit an extreme experience of disidentification from our usual sense of self, as in the case of ego dissolution or death. Ego dissolution is essentially a disintegration of a subjective identity or self (Letheby & Gerrans, 2017), the experience of disidentifying as a separate subject and a merging of one’s consciousness with a greater whole (Milliere, 2017). In this state, the narrative about one’s life experience, and habitual patterns of thoughts and behaviors are disrupted, allowing for a novel, more objective perspective of one’s situation. There is no longer an identification with one’s job, name, friends, family, as if a mask was taken off or a play abruptly ended. This can be a blissful state or divine ecstasy, but it can also bring up tremendous fear and a sensation that one is actually dying. Ego dissolution feels like dying because the false self or persona begins to vanish as the point of identification. We identify as something greater, no longer constrained by the ideas of “little me.” The mental vehicle we inhabited to experience earth as a separate human being is no longer in control. We are set free from mental limitations and perceive ourselves as vaster than we do during normal waking consciousness. Therefore, ego dissolution may allow for amelioration of pathological thoughts and behaviors that accompany and contribute to mental illness, and in turn, result in a restructuring of perspective, beliefs, and worldview that leads to positive clinical outcomes. This reconstructive process can be guided and supported by the accompaniment of psychotherapy. Under psychotherapeutic conditions, during ego dissolution the patient can perceive their situation from a different, more objective perspective, enabling them to modify patterns of behavior, thoughts, and emotions that have contributed to their mental illness (Swanson, 2018). The psychedelic therapist will guide or support the patient through this process to promote healing.


Ego dissolution is an aspect of many spiritual practices and traditions whereby the little self merges with the ultimate Self, or God. Along with meditation, yoga, or self-inquiry, psychedelics is a tool for this spiritual discovery or self-realization. Remarkably, the psychedelic experience has many things in common with near death experiences (NDEs) (Timmermann et al., 2018) and other mystical experiences. A recent placebo-controlled study with 13 participants that took N, N-Dimethyltryptamine (DMT) revealed that the DMT experience met criteria for an NDE (Timmermann et al., 2018). Taking DMT was also associated with mystical experiences and ego dissolution (Timmermann et al., 2018). Experiencing something analogous to death on psychedelics may help reduce the fear of dying by becoming acquainted with our impermanence. Research with people with terminal illness seems to support this contention, whereby LSD or psilocybin helps reduce death anxiety (Grob et al., 2011; Gasser et al., 2014a; 2014b; Swift et al., 2017; Malone et al., 2018). Therefore, there are profound implications for the use of psychedelics for improving palliative care. Considering everyone must face their death at some point, this is an important area of research.


The psychological and neurobiological mechanisms for the therapeutic benefits of psychedelics have yet to be fully elucidated. However, preliminary results suggest that one therapeutic mechanism may be through the psychedelic’s ability to elicit ego dissolution (Swanson, 2018). As mentioned previously, ego dissolution was a common theme from the qualitative reports of patients’ experience while undergoing psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy. Ego dissolution has been shown to occur in a dose-dependent fashion, with lower doses leading to a softening of the ego and higher doses leading to complete ego dissolution (Letheby & Gerrans, 2017; Milliere, 2017).


Spirituality and Meaning-Making


An experience of interconnection with others and the whole is a key part of the psychedelic experience (Carhart-Harris et al., 2018). Beyond the ego, the sense of a separate self, is unity or oneness. There is a realization of being unbound by our physical bodies, untethered to the usual constraints of time and space. The experience often feels more real than normal waking reality, as an expansion of consciousness. Some experience a feeling of unconditional love and peace as a fundamental aspect of reality, behind the scenes of the play of ego. The stereotypical peace and love hippie comes to mind. Feelings of universal love are commonly experienced during psychedelic experiences, and other mystical experiences such as during NDEs, energy healing sessions, and meditation. With universal love, all beings are wished well with deep compassion and reverence for existence (Trent et al., 2019). It makes sense, then, that psychedelics lead to more compassionate, empathic behavior and can lead to reduced violence (Walsh et al., 2016).


Given their potent nature, it is understandable that psychedelics facilitate psychological and spiritual transformation (Wolfson et al., 2011). Wolfson defines transformation as “A change in one’s core conceptual and even physical structure that interrupts the prior sense of self and induces an altered, at least partially different sense of self immediately and/or over time with some degree of persistence. Transformation is a reset of the old software with at least some new programming” (p. 982). As evidence for their transformative power, psychedelics are associated with finding greater meaning in life, which is one of the mediators for their therapeutic benefit (Hartogsohn, 2018). Psychedelics can orient the nonbeliever toward enhanced spirituality and greater life meaning. For example, people who had never used psychedelics before reported long-term increases in the belief that there is continuity after death, a transition to something even greater than this life (Griffiths et al., 2011). Moreover, use of psychedelics with a spiritually inclined attitude may act as a protective factor against drug-related problems (Móró et al., 2011), further highlighting the therapeutic interaction between psychedelics and spirituality.


Along with ego dissolution, the meaning derived from the psychedelic experience is also one of the mediators of its therapeutic effect. Research indicates that having a peak mystical experience during psychedelic use is associated with more positive therapeutic outcomes (Pahnke et al., 1969; Richards, 1978; Richards et al., 1980; Krupitsky et al., 2002; Bogenschutz et al., 2015; Garcia-Romeu et al., 2014; Griffiths et al., 2016; Ross et al., 2016; Mithoefer et al., 2018). Psychedelic psychotherapists often encourage patients to let go of feelings of control in an attempt to facilitate peak psychedelic experiences that may provide greater psychotherapeutic benefits.


Neuroscience of Ego Death


Reprogramming our self ultimately means rewiring our brain through changing our beliefs, thoughts, and patterns of behavior. The reprogramming effect of psychedelics can be observed in the brain. Recent research suggests that psychedelic drugs perturb brain networks and processes that normally constrain neural systems central to perception, emotion, cognition, and sense of self or ego (Swanson, 2018). That means the filter is reduced, expanding perception and the concepts of who we are. One resting state network, the default mode network (DMN), comprised of the medial prefrontal cortex and posterior cingulate cortex, is active during mind wandering and rumination related to the self, and may be the neurobiological seat of the ego (Carhart-Harris & Friston, 2010). Neuroimaging studies have revealed that the integrity of the default mode network is modulated by psychedelics including psilocybin (Carhart-Harris et al., 2012; 2013), LSD (Tagliazucchi et al., 2017), ayahuasca (Palhano-Fontes et al., 2015), ketamine (Scheidegger et al., 2012), and MDMA, though to a lesser degree (Roseman et al., 2014). Furthermore, decreased functional connectivity and oscillatory power of the default mode network was found to be correlated with ego dissolution when under the influence of LSD (Tagliazucchi et al., 2017) and psilocybin (Lebedev et al., 2015). The greater the ego dissolution, the greater the default mode network is deactivated and the greater the therapeutic effect (Tagliazucchi et al., 2016). These studies may support the filter theory of consciousness described earlier, whereby the normally constrained system, the filter, becomes less constrained and consciousness is expanded to encompass a greater aspect of reality (Swanson, 2018).


The neuroimaging data supports the hypothesis that ego dissolution is at least one mechanism for the therapeutic benefit of some psychedelics. Psychedelics seem to decrease use of the default mode network and activate other networks for thinking “outside the box.” Psychedelics result in more communication distributed across the brain. The brain becomes more child-like, and essentially enters a reprogrammable state. This enables a sort of return to innocence, leading to seeing painful situations from different perspectives, fostering forgiveness and empathy. Indeed, psychedelics such as LSD and psilocybin have been shown to increase empathy after use (Dolder et al., 2016; Mason et al., 2019).


Conclusions


Psychedelics are powerful tools for psychological transformation through their ability to promote psychological health, ego dissolution, and positively shift worldview toward greater compassion and meaning. Recent scientific research indicates that psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy can be safely used to treat a range of mental health conditions, including anxiety, depression, PTSD, and substance use disorders. Patients report benefits associated with acceptance of emotions, positive changes in the perspective of their illness, and enhanced connectedness to others. The therapeutic benefits of psychedelics may be through their ability to promote ego dissolution and correspondingly decreased integrity of the default mode network (DMN). While psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy research is still at an early stage, the results are promising. More rigorous studies with larger sample sizes should be conducted to determine the most appropriate psychedelic dose, and psychotherapy for different mental health conditions, as well as to further elucidate the psychological and neurobiological mechanisms underlying their therapeutic benefit. Scientific research indicates what we knew all along, that psychedelics are powerfully transformative. As such, they should be respected and used in a respectful, therapeutic manner. Proper psychological integration of the experience should be insured to prevent any negative aftereffects and to consolidate the psychological transformation. For this reason and others, legal psychedelic use with a licensed psychotherapist or highly experienced and qualified medicinal guide is recommended. Psychedelic-like experiences can also be accessed under nonpharmacological conditions, such as during breathing exercises, meditation, or yoga. Use of these practices is also encouraged, as they have wide-ranging benefits to physical, mental, and spiritual health.


Psychedelic substances are powerful tools for transformation and should not be taken simply for recreational reasons. The importance of respect and intention for the experience cannot be overstated. Having said that, it is an exciting time where we are moving toward understanding how to work with plant medicines in a way that is informed by both indigenous wisdom and contemporary research. We are no longer existing in separate villages, dependent on a few for survival and social health, but connected across the planet in a myriad of ways. To move forward positively as a species, we must shift our consciousness into a higher perspective and think in terms of the whole as a global culture. Psychedelics may be one way in which we can prevent global catastrophe through positively transforming the human psyche toward greater psychological health and an awareness of our interconnection.
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