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The beneficial therapeutic effects of classic 
serotonergic psychedelics have been generally 
accepted [1]. Psychedelic therapy has also 
gained widespread attention since Michael 
Pollan’s How to Change Your Mind [2]. How-
ever, unlike other psychotropic drugs, psyche-
delics may have a drastic effect on the phe-
nomenology of a subject’s consciousness. 
This leads to the issue of whether it is the 
chemical effect of the psychedelic substantives 
alone or the enabled mystical experience of a 
loss of a sense of self that is the principal cause 
of the long-lasting psychophysical benefits. 
Several recent articles have debated whether 
research on the therapeutic effects of psyche-
delics should exclude references to mysticism 
to gain more scientific respectability. One 
camp [3-5] argues that the positive therapeutic 
effects result only from the drugs' direct phar-
macological actions on the brain. Thus, the 
subjective experiences sometimes enabled by 
the drugs are only therapeutically unimportant 
byproducts of the chemical reactions. Using      
“a mysticism framework creates a ‘black box’ 
mentality in which researchers are content to 
treat certain aspects of the psychedelic state as 

beyond the scope of scientific inquiry” [5] can 
be eliminated from psychedelic therapy and 
any scientific research on psychedelics. Thus, 
talk of mystical experiences should play no 
role in psychedelic therapies. The opposing 
camp [6-10] argues that the experiences are es-
sential to the positive (or at least best) psycho-
logical results, and so should remain part of 
psychedelic therapy. Thus, for this camp, any 
altered state of consciousness (ASC) experi-
ences enabled by the drugs should also be in-
cluded in psychedelic therapy and broader re-
search. This dispute affects neuroscience and 
pharmacology, as well as psychology. 

Two points will be argued here. First, un-
less the effects of these drugs can be shown 
to be strictly chemical, which at present has 
yet to be shown, the discussion of the experi-
ential dimension in psychedelic therapy re-
mains necessary and thus cannot be ex-
punged. Proponents of decoupling psyche-
delic therapy and mysticism must base their 
case on empirical evidence and not simply on 
the basis of a contentious assumption that 
only the chemical effects can be significant. 
Second, the language of mysticism best 
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captures the experiential dimension for many 
types of psychedelic-enabled experiences. 
These positions also impact broader scien-
tific research on psychedelics and models of 
consciousness. 
 
THE DISPUTE 
 
As part of the “psychedelic renaissance” that 
began in the 1990s, the therapeutic use of 
some well-known psychedelics (in particu-
lar, psilocybin) has proven that in certain 
doses, these drugs have long-term benefits 
for patients dealing with depression, anxiety, 
post-traumatic stress disorder, cancer, end-
of-life distress, and drug or alcohol addiction. 
Psilocybin-aided therapy has proven helpful 
in cases resistant to conventional therapies [9]. 
The beneficial well-being and quality of life 
changes may last years [11]. Negative symp-
toms are reduced, and positive traits con-
nected to well-being and optimism are in-
creased after one or a few sessions. There are 
indications that the positive effects are 
greater with psychedelics than with other 
drugs or traditional talk therapies [12]. How 
the drugs affect the brain is currently not 
fully known. Indeed, the scientific study of 
psychedelics and consciousness is still nas-
cent [13]. So, psychological knowledge of 
ASC experiences is still in its infancy [8]. 
Some current theories are that the drugs bring 
about change by disrupting specific serotonin 
receptors in the brain and that the drugs may 
disrupt the default mode network underlying 
our ordinary states of consciousness or that 
they have broader network effects [4] thereby 
allowing other types or levels of conscious-
ness to be manifested in waking conscious-
ness. 

Proponents of disengaging mystical lan-
guage from psychedelic therapies argue that, 
at best, the subjective experiences are irrele-
vant to the drugs’ effectiveness, and at worst, 
the experiences are often dangerous.1 Thus, 
reference to experiences should be ended — 

only the chemical effects on the brain of 
these psychoactive drugs bring about posi-
tive changes. Psychedelics are psychoplasto-
gens that alter neural structure over time — 
they “rewire” the brain — and this chemical 
effect by itself accounts for the beneficial 
psychological effects. David Olson [3] points 
out that MDMA promotes structural and 
functional neural plasticity that effects long-
lasting changes in most subjects but only a 
small percentage of the subjects have even 
extremely mild perceptual alterations. The 
effects of the drugs as catalysts that bring 
about the growth of key neurons in the pre-
frontal cortex would explain the beneficial 
changes in a person’s behavior long after the 
compounds have been cleared from the body 
[3]. So too, the positive effects last after the 
experiences have faded and, in fact, some-
times grow. Thus, even a sense of well-being 
or the significance of being must be only a 
useless byproduct of the chemical effect, not 
an actual cause of the psychological transfor-
mation. Correlating the greater intensity of 
the experience with better results [14] does not 
mean that the experiences were the causes 
but only that the drugs had a greater effect on 
the patient’s well-being and also produced a 
more intense byproduct. This camp can also 
point to the fact that even the short-lived neg-
ative “bad experiences “bad trip” psyche-
delic experiences — or in therapeutic lan-
guage, “challenging experiences” — may 
lead to positive, cathartic effects later [15], 
suggesting that only the chemical effects are 
what produce the positive results rather than 
the subjective experience during the drug 
session. 

Negative experiences enabled by psyche-
delic drugs (and meditation) are less often re-
ported than positive experiences and are usu-
ally downplayed in scientific reports [16]. In 
particular, ego-dissolution can cause anxiety 
and dread. Even when the context is limited 
to therapy, many participants experience 
anxiety, which      would have a very negative 
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effect. Such negative experiences affect the 
issues of whether experiences result from 
chemical effects on the brain alone and 
whether the chemical effects alone are re-
sponsible for therapeutic outcomes. 

The fact that some experiences may be 
correlated with specific brain states does not 
mean that the caused them — correlation 
does not imply causation in one direction or 
the other. So too, correlating changes in brain 
states with mystical experiences does not ex-
plain either the brain activity or the “felt” na-
ture of experiences but only adds one more 
thing that needs explaining. 

This leads these researchers to conclude 
that the experiences associated with the bio-
logical effects are only epiphenomena of the 
neurobiological mechanisms and have no 
causal power. That is, these particular expe-
riences have an interesting phenomenology 
but do not work. Thus, they argue that the ac-
tual science of psychedelics should be disen-
tangled from all talk of mysticism, and the 
focus should be on brain chemistry. Olson [3] 

believes the “hallucinogenic” and psycho-
plastogenic effects can be decoupled through 
careful design but that work still needs to be 
done to determine if positive therapeutic re-
sponses can be produced without inducing 
behavioral effects characteristic of classic 
psychedelics. Companies in the United States 
funded by the government also want to alter 
psychedelics or develop new drugs that pro-
duce the beneficial effects without the mind-
altered subjective experiences [3]. This would 
radically change the nature of psychedelic 
therapies. Nevertheless, even if the non-hal-
lucinogenic analogs of psychedelics fail in 
therapy, Olson suggests that they “will pro-
vide a wealth of information about the funda-
mental neurobiology underlying both com-
pound-induced neural plasticity and halluci-
nogenic effects [3].” 

However, those who advocate retaining 
experiences as part of psychedelic therapy 
readily acknowledge that a reorganization of 

a brain next work is produced by chemical 
effect of the drugs on areas of the brain con-
nected to a sense of “self,” a sense of bound-
aries and a sense of emotional importance 
and that this rewiring is part of the causes of 
positive therapeutic effects, but they also af-
firm a mediating role for experiential effects 
[6]. Moreover it, it may be the mystical expe-
riences that are responsible for structural 
changes in the brain [17]. These advocates 
point out that analyses suggest that mystical-
type experiences play an important role apart 
from the overall intensity of the drug’s chem-
ical effect [17]. It may be that the intensity of 
the experiences accounts for their potential 
transformative effect [12]. One meta-analysis 
found that “mystical-type experiences” are 
associated with positive long-term changes 
in subjects after the drug sessions and that 
these changes are not just the result of the 
chemical action of the drugs but from causa-
tion by the experiences [18]. In anecdotal ac-
counts of psychedelic treatments, meaningful 
insights and belief changes are also fre-
quently cited by patients as fundamentally 
important to enduring positive outcomes [6]. 

Researchers are now experimenting with 
low doses of drugs (“microdoses” of perhaps 
10% of a normal dose taken several times a 
week) that produce no psychedelic experi-
ences but hopefully would still have a trans-
formative impact on a sense of well-being. 
Microdosing can touch off some experiences 
connected to mysticism — increased aware-
ness and sensations — but not the more ro-
bust experiences affecting perception [19]. In 
one recent study, the microdosing did not 
produce experiences that affected the emo-
tion-related symptoms and processing of the 
patients [20, 21]. At best, they are no more ef-
fective than a placebo [3]. However, this does 
not affect the claim by the proponents of de-
coupling that in the proper doses, psychedel-
ics’ chemical effect is all that matters. These 
proponents, however, still have the problem 
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noted below that placebos can enable some 
therapeutic-level ASC experiences.  

Advocates of the role of experiences in 
these therapies believe that the case is “com-
pelling” for “the subjective effects playing a 
major role in the enduring beneficial effects” 
[6] or “a profound, potentially transformative 
psychological experience is critical to the 
treatment’s efficacy [9].” They argue that hav-
ing a mystical-type ASC experience in ther-
apy sessions is a reliable predictor and “key 
determinant” of long-term positive psycho-
logical changes [8]. The fact that these drugs, 
unlike other psychoactive ones, enable expe-
riences may indicate an important role for 
them. So too, the correlation of high results 
with the presence of altered state experiences 
should not be dismissed out of hand [9]. The 
philosopher Chris Letheby [22] argues that the 
central mechanism in psychedelic therapy is 
a psychological factor, not the chemical stim-
ulation of the brain, and this factor correlates 
with an ASC experience. Proponents of de-
coupling talk of mysticism can point out that 
the experiences being an indicator or predic-
tor of therapeutic change does not mean that 
the experiences are a cause in the process. 
Nevertheless, at least one advocate of decou-
pling talk of mysticism in therapy, David Ol-
son [3], is also willing to accept that the expe-
riences may be needed to achieve the psyche-
delics' maximal efficacy. 

Thus, advocates for retaining a role of ex-
perience argue that, unlike for most drugs, it 
may be the case that with psychedelics, it is 
the experiences and not the chemical changes 
in the brain that are most important for pro-
ducing the psychological benefits and for 
those benefits to be lasting. The experiences 
often lead the experiencers to see the world 
and their lives as more satisfying, purposeful, 
and meaningful, even if no exact meaning of 
life is given. Participants often rate their ex-
periences as the most meaningful ones in 
their life or among the top five [11, 23, 24]. In 
one study [23], two-thirds of the participants 

stated that it was the most meaningful expe-
rience of their lives or among the top five and 
the equivalent in impact to such things as the 
birth of a child or death of a parent. That im-
pact, not only the psychedelic's chemical ef-
fects, is the source of the therapeutic change. 
The experiential mechanism may be com-
plex: it may be that the ego-dissolution that 
lasts only for the short period of the psyche-
delic experience is not the direct cause of the 
therapeutic benefits but rather the resulting 
sense of connectedness to other things culti-
vated through meditation is the cause of last-
ing benefits [25, 26].This would remove the 
physical triggering of chemical changes in 
the brain by the drug two steps from the 
changes in the sense of self involved      in the 
therapeutic changes. 

In addition, the neuroscientific commu-
nity today studying the bases of ASC experi-
ences in brain activity is coming to accept 
that mystical experiences are not merely 
products of our imagination or emotional em-
bellishments of ordinary experiences but are 
based in distinctive neurological events [27-29]. 
That they are “real” or “genuine” experiences 
does not necessarily mean that transcendent 
realities must be involved in some mystical 
experiences or that mystical experiences pro-
vide knowledge of reality but only that ASC 
experiences are not merely some more ordi-
nary experiences that have simply been Inter-
preted mystically. Furthermore, if these ASC 
experiences have causal power, these experi-
ences may be able to produce enhanced ef-
fects on a person’s well-being. Thus, the ex-
periences may hold the key to the most effec-
tive therapies. 

 
TESTING THE COMPETING POSI-
TIONS 
 
Thus, the question now stands: Are ASC ex-
periences the cause of the positive (or at least 
the best) changes, or are they only an expend-
able side-effect of the chemical actions that 
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produce those changes? That the experiences 
last long after the drugs have left the body is 
interpreted by proponents of decoupling to 
mean that the drugs have rewired the brain. 
At the same time, proponents of retaining talk 
of mystical ASC experiences interpret this to 
mean that, while the drugs may both enable 
the experiences and rewire the brain, the ASC 
experiences are also a causal factor in the en-
during positive therapeutic results. Both 
camps can cite data favoring their side, but 
both concede that more research is needed. 

Can the two options be directly tested 
empirically? That the power of a disputed 
subjective effect makes testing extremely 
difficult. However, David Yaden and Roland 
Griffiths [6] propose a test to determine the 
relevance of subjective effects. They claim 
that the only definitive study that could dis-
prove the importance of the subjective effects 
would be one in which a psychedelic is ad-
ministered to individuals who were fully un-
conscious at the time (e.g., via deep anesthe-
sia) and who subsequently report no memory 
of psychedelic experiences and yet have the 
positive psychological effects. They suggest 
that positive psychological effects will not 
occur in such an experiment [6]. Chris Le-
theby concurs: “almost all relevant clinical 
trial evidence suggests that a full-blown psy-
chedelic experience is necessary for a com-
plete therapeutic response [22].” If no changes 
occur to these patients or only relatively mi-
nor changes occur and the patients affirm that 
no experiences occurred, the case for decou-
pling mysticism and psychedelic therapy is 
damaged since advocates of decoupling 
would predict that the benefits would accrue 
even to unconscious patients. However, if no 
changes occur, proponents of decoupling 
may contend that such a test only shows that 
psychedelics affect the brain differently 
when the subjects are awake than when they 
are asleep. They would then have to find in-
dependent evidence establishing that. 

Also, note that this dispute over ASC ex-
periences should not be seen as a broad dis-
pute between materialism and nonmaterial-
ism on the nature of the mind. Proponents of 
decoupling need not deny that consciousness 
has causal powers — they may merely treat 
consciousness as physical in nature and men-
tal causation as material in nature. Instead     , 
proponents may not dismiss all experiences 
as having causal powers but see only psyche-
delic-enabled ASC experiences as a type of 
experience with no causal power and thus 
treat these specific experiences as extraneous 
and useless side effects that can be ignored. 
For them, psychedelics are like any medica-
tion in which the patient's mental state is ir-
relevant. The burden then is on materialists to 
make a compelling case that these particular 
experiences play no causal role, and such a 
case cannot be limited to results of studying 
the brain's hardware. All neuroimaging can 
show is what the brain is doing or not doing 
during an experience. However, it cannot ex-
amine the ASC experiences themselves and 
thus cannot tell us anything about their role 
or nature. 

However, those materialists who treat 
consciousness as nonmaterial and deny men-
tal causation in favor of the causal closure of 
the material have a further problem. When all 
we have are the reports of material activity in 
the brain during these experiences, what 
could neuroscientists who adopt an elimina-
tionist metaphysics take as evidence of an 
ASC experience being a cause of brain activ-
ity? Their metaphysics may preclude the pos-
sibility of finding evidence that conscious-
ness is a separate causal power from the psy-
chedelic’s chemical effects. However, if 
finding evidence for something is precluded 
in advance, then not finding evidence cannot 
be evidence against its existence. Thus, no 
experiment could rule out a conscious event, 
such as an ASC experience, as a cause guid-
ing neural activity in the brain. Conscious-
ness may be like software guiding the course 
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of events in the hardware (the brain), but all 
we can see in any experiment is the activity 
of the material brain. The problem is how to 
devise an experiment where consciousness 
might or might not be a cause. 

But until the proponents of decoupling 
have made a case for excluding psychedelic-
enabled ASC experiences as causes, treating 
them as causes are warranted. Those denying 
ASC experiences as a cause of positive ther-
apeutic outcomes are not in a position to 
prove that ASC experiences are not causes in 
the brain events, and until then, proponents 
of decoupling can never rule out ASC expe-
riences as possible causes of therapeutic re-
sults for experiment-based reasons. In such 
circumstances, the best course of action is, as 
Joost Breeksema and Michiel van Elk sug-
gest, “acknowledging the varieties and 
weirdness of psychedelic experiences should 
be at the heart of any research program on the 
topic [7].” In addition, considering that neuro-
scientists currently do not have      complete 
knowledge of the workings of the brain or 
how psychedelics affect the brain, or the 
basic nature of consciousness, common sense 
suggests that the safer course at present is 
still to include ASC experiences in psyche-
delic therapies. This is especially so since, at 
present, patients attach great significance to 
the experiences. Thus, therapists should not 
ignore, dismiss, or downplay the experiences 
since the patients would not be helped as 
much — the explicit or implicit denial of the 
therapist may negatively affect the effective-
ness of the therapy. 

In sum, as things stand today, non-phar-
macological factors appear essential to a pos-
itive therapeutic outcome. All who adopt nat-
uralism should remain open-minded until 
convincing empirical evidence is presented. 
(As noted below, a positive naturalist inter-
pretation of mystical experiences is possi-
ble.) Moreover, including ASC experiences 
in psychedelic therapy makes it an important 

topic for study in psychedelic and conscious-
ness research. 
 
THE VARIETY OF SUBJECTIVE RE-
SPONSES 
 
One problem for proponents of ASC causa-
tion is that there is no universal psychedelic 
altered state of consciousness or experi-
ence. That is, there is no generic “psyche-
delic state of consciousness” following the 
ingestion of these drugs [30]. The research 
shows that psychedelic drugs enable a vari-
ety of psychedelic experiences and states, 
including a variety of mystical ones, even 
though researchers routinely refer in the sin-
gular to “the psychedelic state” and “the 
mystical experience [31].” The psychologist 
Stanislav Grof [32] also makes the point that 
LSD has no one invariant pharmacological 
effect, nor is there one inevitable experience 
associated with it — rather, he asserts, LSD 
is a catalyzer that amplifies and brings into 
consciousness dynamics that are within the 
person’s subconscious. 

Contemporary researchers have found 
many nonmystical ASC experiences enabled 
by psychedelics. These include visual, audi-
tory, and tactile experiences, kaleidoscopic 
and fractal visions, seeing two-dimensional 
pictures as animated and three-dimensional, 
synesthesia, and alterations of the perception 
of time and the body. So too, there is no one 
mystical experience but significantly differ-
ent types of mystical experiences [16]. Differ-
ent psychedelics have different effects on 
brain activity — e.g., LSD appears to enable 
more visions than psilocybin. Different dos-
ages of a given drug may also produce differ-
ent neurochemical states that ground differ-
ent experiences. In addition, the same person 
may have psychedelic-enabled experiences 
that fit the characterization of “mystical” 
given below and some that do not. Even dur-
ing one session, there are various states of 
consciousness under the chemical actions of 
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the psychedelics [30]. Moreover, no alteration 
of consciousness at all may occur. William 
Richards reports that a substantial number of 
people have ingested psychedelics on many 
occasions without experiencing any pro-
found alteration of consciousness [30]. Indeed, 
he notes that people can take psychoactive 
drugs hundreds of times without encounter-
ing anything deemed “sacred [33].” J. Harold 
Ellens [34] found the same: many persons 
have taken psychedelics repeatedly and never 
come close to experiencing profound states 
of consciousness, spiritual or otherwise. 

If a one-to-one correlation of mystical ex-
periences and psychedelic triggers were es-
tablished, advocates of decoupling would not 
have a problem: such a correlation does not 
prove psychedelic-enabled experiences are 
active causes rather than powerless side-ef-
fects but only that they appear together. How-
ever, there is no one-to-one relation between 
different triggers and different types of expe-
riences: based on the phenomenological ac-
counts of mystics and experimental subjects, 
different psychedelics, meditation, and other 
natural (and perhaps non-natural) triggers 
produce some experientially indistinguisha-
ble experiences. The same trigger may pro-
duce different experiences, and the same ex-
periences may come from different triggers. 
It is not as if different triggers “enter” the ex-
periences and produce experiences unique to 
that trigger. (If multiple significantly differ-
ent types of experience are associated with 
the same neural state, there would be the in-
verse of the “multiple realizability” problem 
in the philosophy of mind — the same brain 
state would underlie different mental states. 
Of course, it may be only that our contempo-
rary technology is not sensitive enough to de-
tect differences in what appears to be the 
same neural state for different experiences.) 

Differences in therapeutic benefits for 
those with different experiences or no expe-
riences would be significant for the question 
of whether the chemical effects of the drugs 

are all that matters. But if the same benefits 
accrue despite differences in experiences, 
this presents a problem for advocates of the 
retention of a role for ASC experiences. 
Thus, this presents an empirically testable is-
sue: if different experiences give rise to dif-
ferent positive therapeutic outcomes or if 
some have no effect, this suggests that some 
ASC experiences play a role in the outcome; 
but if all ASC experiences or no changes in 
consciousness have the same effect, this sug-
gests that only the chemical effect of the psy-
chedelic is all that matters. 

Outside of the dispute, researchers today 
agree that all psychedelic experiences are not 
simply products of chemical changes alone. 
As Huston Smith stated, “there is no such 
thing as the drug experience per se — no ex-
perience that the drugs, as it were, secrete 
[35].” That is, differences matter in an experi-
encer’s mental “set” (i.e., background be-
liefs, preparation, expectations, disposition, 
propensity for altered states of conscious-
ness, personality traits, mood, and past expe-
riences with drugs) and the “setting” (i.e., the 
social and physical environment) when a 
drug is ingested [8]. For example, a subject’s 
disposition of a “willingness to surrender” is 
associated with “stronger” mystical experi-
ences [8, 37], and meditation prior to a psilocy-
bin experience can yield beneficial results 
[8].These are important to whether psyche-
delic experiences occur and what type of ex-
perience occurs. Their differences at least 
partially account for the great variation in the 
experiences enabled by the drug. As dis-
cussed below, a frame of mind that is pre-
pared for, or expecting, some religious expe-
rience to occur or for the possibility of a mys-
tical experience occurring combined with a 
religiously-inspiring physical and social en-
vironment enhances the likelihood of such an 
experience, even if the resulting visionary or 
mystical ASC experience is not what the ex-
periencer anticipated. A laboratory setting 
may negatively impact the possibility of a 
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mystical experience and its phenomenologi-
cal content. Even a researcher calling the 
drug an “entheogen” (“generating God 
within”) or a “hallucinogen” (“generating 
hallucinations”) can affect the experiencer’s 
mental set through an expectancy bias one 
way or the other. So too, researchers must in-
form participating subjects that they may re-
ceive a mind-altering drug and that may af-
fect the experiences that result. 

Thus, every psychedelic experience ap-
pears to result from a mixture of at least three 
ingredients— the drug, set, and setting [35]. 
The particular dosage is also a factor in the 
mix [18]. Genetics and demographics [37] and 
the propensity to become wholly absorbed in 
an experience [8] are among other possible 
factors. In addition, although mystical expe-
riences occur with a higher frequency with a 
psychedelic than with a placebo, in all of the 
controlled experiments cited here, some par-
ticipants who were given only a placebo also 
had mystical experiences. In one study of pla-
cebos, 61% of the participants reported some 
effect from the placebo — some effects with 
magnitudes typically associated with moder-
ate or high doses of psilocybin [3]. The drugs 
disrupt the neurology underlying our baseline 
state of consciousness and make the experi-
encer more susceptible to the effects of set 
and setting but do not set up any one altered 
state of consciousness. Instead, our subcon-
scious or other factors complete the experi-
ence. Thus, our underlying mental set may be 
responsible for the differences in experiences 
in a person’s altered state of consciousness, 
not a drug’s chemical effects on the brain. For 
example, if one expects a life-changing expe-
rience, one will often get it; if one does not, 
one will not. This, it is argued, is why expec-
tation and the rest of the set and setting are so 
important; thus, studying those also in con-
nection with placebos is valuable [38]. How-
ever, proponents of decoupling must explain 
the placebo effect here if the chemical effect 
of psychedelics is all that matters. Even if the 

placebo effect is explained through a partici-
pant’s expectations, still the proponents 
would have to explain this when there is an 
apparent lack of a prior chemical alteration in 
the brain. 

One problem with determining the long-
term effects of psychedelics (and meditation) 
will arise if most subjects in these studies are 
self-selected participants who are members 
of particular religious traditions or unaffili-
ated “seekers” already seeking a religious ex-
perience.  

This would predispose the participants 
toward a religious understanding and a last-
ing religious impact. If so, it is difficult to de-
termine if any changes in values or ways of 
living are the results of chemically-induced 
neural changes or the participants’ prior reli-
gious beliefs or continuing training — do the 
lasting effects result from new brain condi-
tioning alone or a mixture of a memory of the 
experience and the subject’s beliefs? Drug 
study participants may also adjust their im-
pressions of the realness of spiritual experi-
ences over time [17]. Thus, the long-lasting ef-
fects of these experiences on one’s character 
may result not from rewiring the brain but 
from the impact of an experience on how the 
experiencer decides to live. So too, with the 
waning of the psychological effects. That is, 
even if there may be some lingering chemical 
effect of the drugs on the brain, changes in 
character as a result of the experience account 
for the increase in some positive effects over 
time. 

Two further problems are that non-psy-
chedelic drugs (e.g., alcohol) can disrupt the 
default mode network operating in our con-
sciousness without producing psychedelic 
experiences and that psychedelics cause 
more comprehensive network changes than 
merely disrupt the baseline mental state [4]. 

All of this complicates the picture for 
those who believe psychedelic-enabled expe-
riences matter: Does the variety of subjective 
responses to psychedelics mean that those 
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responses are irrelevant, or does it mean that 
the chemical reaction of the drugs is irrele-
vant and the particular psychedelic response 
that a particular subject experiences is all that 
matters? Or is there a combination of the 
two? If there is no therapeutic benefit from an 
ASC experience arising from a placebo, that 
would point to the importance of the chemi-
cal effect of the psychedelics. On the other 
hand, if psychological benefits accrue from 
experiences occurring when placebos are 
given or when ASC experiences occur 
through meditation or spontaneously (i.e., 
without any preparation or expectation), then 
the impact of the chemical effects of psyche-
delics on the brain falls into question. There 
is an apparent disconnect of the experience 
from chemical changes in the brain that pro-
ponents of decoupling must explain.  

It may be that no one mechanism ac-
counts for the therapeutic efficacy of psyche-
delics and that a pluralistic approach to anal-
ysis and explanation may be needed [39]. Nev-
ertheless, it does appear that the psychedelic 
drugs in certain doses open up the mind to 
different states of consciousness by disrupt-
ing the everyday state of mind that sets up a 
subject/object duality and conceptualizes 
multiple objects. The drugs have the same 
disrupting effect on all subjects’ neural con-
figurations, but what happens after our base-
line state is disrupted does not depend on the 
drugs but on other factors. Different psyche-
delics may disrupt different brain networks, 
just to facilitate different types of ASC expe-
riences. In sum, psychedelics enable various 
ASC experiences to occur but do not me-
chanically produce, induce, or trigger any ex-
perience or determine an experience’s signif-
icance for the individual experiencer or an 
experiencer’s sense of meaning, and it may 
be those experiences that matter at least as 
much as the neural changes in any therapeu-
tic outcome.  

Spontaneous mystical ASC experiences 
have not gained the attention in scientific 

circles that they should. The differences be-
tween them and psychedelic mystical-type 
experiences are not well described [40]. Spon-
taneous ASC experiences may result from 
triggers (e.g., the fatigue of long-distance 
running) that affect the brain the way that 
psychedelics do, but that would have to be 
established empirically. 
 
CHARACTERIZING MYSTICISM 
 
The last section brought up some ASC expe-
riences that researchers labeled “mystical,” 
and this leads to the second issue for this ar-
ticle. If it is accepted that psychedelic-ena-
bled experiences play a necessary role in psy-
chedelic therapy, should at least some of 
these ASC experiences be characterized as 
mystical? [5] argue that talk of “mystical ex-
perience” is too inexact to be scientific and 
that use of that language biases the reports 
that patients give of their experiences; it is 
also an unwarranted and risky “blend of mys-
ticism and science” that “risks damaging the 
credibility and potential of psychedelic sci-
ence” and may lead to misinterpreting the 
findings of psychedelic research or to being 
seen as advocating a role of a transcendent 
reality [5]. In addition, patients who need help 
may avoid getting treatment because of the 
stigma attached to mysticism in the general 
populace. On the other side, [7] argue that:   

1. Critics have an incomplete under-
standing of mystical experiences as a 
scientifically validated and rigor-
ously studied domain of human expe-
rience.  

2. Experiences that are especially      
mystical in nature are clinically and 
scientifically highly relevant.  

3. Good methodological tools are avail-
able for studying these experiences.  

4. The scientific community ought to 
embrace these “weird” experiences 
and that it would be unscientific to 
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ignore mystical frameworks and lan-
guage simply because they suppos-
edly are incompatible with the meta-
physics of naturalism since the expe-
riencers themselves take mystical 
frameworks seriously — mystical ex-
periences are part of the therapy, and 
their effects must be noted 

Critics are correct about the vagueness of the 
words “mystical” and “mysticism.” (It 
should be pointed out that the words “experi-
ence” and “consciousness” are also hard to 
nail down.) Moreover, the term “mysticism” 
also has a negative connotation in today's cul-
ture. This has led to the term being used for a 
wide range of phenomena that are generally 
looked down upon and applied in academia 
to anything academics today generally deem 
flaky. Even those who advocate a role for ex-
periences in psychedelic therapy and re-
search dance around the term “mystical” — 
they use “mystical-like” or “mystical-type” 
experiences or phenomena “related” to mys-
ticism [6] rather than accept that the experi-
ences, in fact, are mystical. At best, “mysti-
cal experiences” are treated as only a subcat-
egory of positive “self-transcending” experi-
ences [41]. 

Unfortunately, researchers in the dispute 
who employ the term “mystical” often do not 
define the term or characterize what is 
deemed “mystical.” It often means any ASC 
experience or only “union with God.” But a 
fairly tight definition of “mystical experi-
ence” can be seen as applicable to some of 
the psychedelic-enabled ASC experiences 
that appear to have a positive effect in psy-
chedelic therapy. That is, “mystical experi-
ences” in the sense of experiences involving 
a loss of a sense of a distinct “self” separate 
from the rest of reality and a resulting sense 
of connection to something deemed more 
real; conceptual distinctions,      in general, 
are also loosened [16]. The state of conscious-
ness loses the duality of subject and object. 

As noted above, this may occur introvertively 
or extrovertively. 

Moreover, the subjects’ self-reported 
phenomenological accounts in these research 
reports — i.e., first-hand accounts of the 
“felt” content of the experience without any 
interpretation of what was experienced — 
contain language central to any strict defini-
tion of “mystical experience.” Researchers 
have been following or elaborating on Walter 
Stace’s summary account of the defining 
characteristics of mystical experiences [42] to 
characterize “mystical-type” experiences: 
feelings of unity, transcendence of space and 
time, a noetic quality, ineffability, paradox, 
and sacredness, as well as positive feelings of 
bliss, joy, wonder, and awe and a sense of 
ego-dissolution and an enhanced perception 
of emotions [39]. Any loss of a sense of self or 
“ego-dissolution” would necessarily disrupt 
our ego- driven baseline state of conscious-
ness, thereby producing an altered state of 
consciousness. In a recent review of the re-
ports on meditative experiences, researchers 
have found that experiencers of “pure con-
sciousness” (i.e., one empty of all thoughts, 
images, concepts, perceptions, and feelings) 
retained some content after the experience: 
stillness, silence, simplicity, naturalness, 
calm, relaxation, rest, bliss/joy, a sense of 
knowing, freedom, wholeness, security, 
unity, depth, and profundity [43]. A sense of 
“oceanic boundlessness,” derived from 
Freud (see Jones 2021, pp. 98-99), is also 
gaining use when the ego is dissolved. 
Broader definitions of “mystical experience” 
would include such experiences as visions 
and locutions that were mentioned above un-
der the variety of subject responses that in-
volve a sense of a duality of subject and ob-
ject. 

 “Ineffability” is central to modern philo-
sophical characterizations of mysticism. 
However, it should be noted that when clas-
sical mystics used the term, they usually 
meant only that what is experienced is more 
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than can be described, not that it is com-
pletely indescribable and that terms desig-
nating ordinary phenomena can only be ap-
plied metaphorically [16]. The term is a type 
of emphasis for the otherness of the experi-
ences and the reality allegedly experienced. 
So too, people who have had mystical expe-
riences can characterize the felt phenomenol-
ogy of the experiences themselves in some 
terms [44]. 

What exactly is meant by a “loss of a 
sense of self” (LOSS) in psychedelic and 
meditative experiences is a matter of debate 
in neuroscience, and there are different phe-
nomenological features for different types of 
states labeled “loss of self [45, 46].” The LOSS 
may lead to the best long-term results, but pa-
tients often dread the dissolution of a sense of 
self. From a psychological point of view, 
there is little reason to suspect that a LOSS 
would be anything other than negative—ter-
rifying even—and yet LOSS in psychedelic-
enabled experiences is often reported to be 
“profoundly positive [44].” In mysticism, it is 
not a matter of merely not being aware of a 
subject sensing something (most experiences 
are like that), but that during the experience 
(or looking back at it later) it seemed to lack 
ownership or being attached to the person. 
Sometimes LOSS results in a state of con-
sciousness that does not seem personal or 
temporal and leads the experiencer to believe 
there is no personal or individual survival of 
death. However, it is not a loss of subjectiv-
ity. In Theravada Buddhism, the no-self 
(anatta) doctrine does not mean that there is 
no subject to our experiences. Only that there 
is no discrete entity in the phenomenal realm. 
There is still an impermanent and condi-
tioned configuration of sensing, feeling, and 
thinking, even though no separate “self” is 
ever found in our experiences. That is, only 
the reality of a substantive “experiencer” in 
addition to our actual mental content is de-
nied, not subjectivity or a subjective point of 
view. Similarly, in advanced states of 

mindfulness, there is no “subject” as a sepa-
rate reality or a dualism of subject and object. 
Nevertheless, a subjective element need not 
be denied. 

However, those who equate “mystical ex-
perience” with “union with God” will not 
want to label such a loss and connection as a 
“mystical experience.” The basic problem in 
the rejection of mystical language may be 
only a discomfort with the term “mystical ex-
perience,” not a denial that a loss of a sense 
of “self” sometimes results in a mystical ex-
perience. Some types of mystical experiences 
appear more easily facilitated by psychedel-
ics than others. Introvertive experiences that 
are free of all differentiated content are less 
common with psychedelics than extrovertive 
experiences and visions and voices [23, 24]. A 
resulting increase in mindfulness has also 
been associated with ingesting psychedelics 
[47, 48]. Researchers in psychedelic studies will 
have to examine the different types of mysti-
cal experiences as related by experiencers for 
their therapeutic impact, if any. If the differ-
ent mystical experiences have a different im-
pact, this will point to the issue noted above 
of whether the uniform changes in the brain 
produced by the chemicals are the sole source 
of the psychological effects. Thus, studying 
mysticism may inform better research on the 
“subjective” side of psychedelics 

Those researchers who reject any role for 
ASC experiences in psychedelic therapy or 
research on consciousness, of course, want to 
disavow any connection to mysticism, but 
that does not mean that the term “mystical 
experience” is not appropriate to some of the 
experiences enabled by psychedelics in ther-
apy sessions. Some researchers may seek to 
use another term without religious connota-
tions, such as “transpersonal experience” or a 
“quantum change experience” [40]or simply a 
generic “therapeutic experience [49]” Using 
“self-transcendent experiences [17]” may be 
confusing: it sounds as if the experience 
transcends itself rather than referring to 
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experiences that transcend a sense of self. 
Perhaps a new term derived from Greek or 
Latin may be invented, but the phenomena 
covered by that term will still be covered by 
the term “mystical.” Thus, some ASCs could 
still be labeled “mystical.” 

That being the case, a simpler route 
would be to retain the term “mystical” but ad-
vance an exact stipulated definition of the 
term for psychedelic studies. Researchers 
could then work out a typology of mystical 
and nonmystical psychedelic-enabled experi-
ences and their effects in therapy. The study 
of mysticism may inform better research in 
this regard. Then the term could be utilized in 
scientific research for the limited range of 
phenomena covered by that term. Nor should 
the negative attitude of the general public be 
a deterrence. After all, the general public has 
a generally negative attitude toward “psyche-
delics” because of its history, and yet the 
term has gained respectability in scientific 
circles. Furthermore, it should be noted that 
notions of “naturalizing” mystical experi-
ences and of a “secular mysticism” removing 
alleged transcendent implications are taking 
root in our culture today [50]. Thus, mystical 
experiences are not inherently tied to a meta-
physical belief of realities transcending the 
natural realm. Thus, this removes some of the 
religious and transcendent overtones of 
“mysticism” that secularists want to over-
come. In the end, it is not surprising that the 
term “mystical experience” is becoming 
common in psychedelic research [17].  

The danger that participants may mis-
characterize their experiences in light of the 
researchers’ questions cannot be overlooked. 
They may not have had any ASC experience. 
Brain scans can at least indicate whether the 
participant's brain activity was unusual or not 
during an alleged ASC experience. 
 
THE PROBLEM OF MYSTICAL AND 
ANTI-MYSTICAL LANGUAGE 

 

If therapists and researchers accept psyche-
delic-enabled experiences as part of therapy 
and that mystical language is appropriate, 
how should the experiential component be 
presented? The wording of questionnaires 
given to subjects in therapy and broader re-
search on psychedelic-enabled ASC experi-
ences should be scrutinized [51]. Researchers 
may be interested more in the experiences 
themselves than in their therapeutic effects. 
However, the questions advanced by them 
may be related to specific metaphysical be-
liefs and not to the phenomenological con-
tent of the experiences themselves. Instead, 
questions related to the phenomenological 
content alone should be included and should 
be first. But when it comes to therapy, pa-
tients may see these experiences as provok-
ing the “big questions” of philosophy and 
science concerning what is real and what is 
meaningful in life. Then questions about 
what the experiencers believe they experi-
enced must also be included [4]. Psychedel-
ics may indirectly lead to being more open 
to such questions because of the shock of the 
unexpected in ASC experiences or the tem-
porary disruption of the normal state of 
mind. Moreover, experiencers may not 
clearly distinguish the experience and what 
they think was experienced — their descrip-
tion of the former may be in terms of the lat-
ter. Questions cannot be limited to only 
those that naturalists think are appropriate 
and are expressed in naturalist terms — 
questions should be phrased in such a way 
that they do not limit the opportunity of re-
spondents to express themselves in their 
own terms, which are often in terms of their 
religious tradition’s transcendent realities in 
order to let the participants have a wide lat-
itude of responses. Experiencers also often 
modify their beliefs about transcendent real-
ities and express them in more abstract 
terms, not in terms of a theistic personal god 
and doctrines of the respondent’s culture 
and tradition. The beliefs are still religious 
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even if they do not reflect the doctrines of a 
specific tradition. Scientists are not con-
strained by the participants’ responses in the 
explanations that they give mystical experi-
ences. However, participants should be af-
forded the opportunity to express their un-
derstanding and description of the experi-
ences and what was allegedly experienced 
in an open-ended form in order to gain the 
fullest accounts of the alleged content of 
these experiences. 

Thus, questionnaires should be phrased 
as neutrally as possible and not predispose re-
spondents toward either transcendent or nat-
ural realities and should allow respondents to 
describe the phenomenology of the felt as-
pects of an experience without reference to 
what supposedly was experienced. However, 
in addition, they also should permit experi-
encers to express their beliefs about what was 
experienced. Having a strictly secular ques-
tionnaire can be seen as neutral when the re-
searcher is looking only at the phenomenol-
ogy of the experiences but not when looking 
for the impact of the experiences on the re-
spondents. On the other hand, the risk of 
monotheistic bias is particularly significant 
when it comes to transcendent realities — 
nonpersonal and deistic realities and natural-
istic alternatives, must also be options. Fur-
thermore, religious language can be used 
without tending to elicit a particular response 
if used with other options. Thus, resorting to 
mystical terminology should not be ruled out 
by fiat. 

A related problem is the physical setting 
of therapy sessions and research labs. As 
long as ASC experiences are accepted as a 
necessary part of psychedelic therapy, a 
purely secular setting [3] is not “neutral” or 
“more scientific.” A religiously sterile room 
may bias participants against where their 
mental framework would otherwise lead 
them. So too, for settings that intentionally 
point in the direction of a general spirituality 
or transcendent realities. A therapist should 

not inadvertently advocate or discourage any 
type of experience or any understanding of 
the significance of the experiences. Even dif-
ferent settings may be seen as suggesting ei-
ther a mystical experience or a naturalist un-
derstanding. The setting should be neutral 
between interpretations to the extent that is 
possible in terms of experience, lighting, mu-
sic, and so on to not interfere with the expe-
riential process and its aftermath. As Mat-
thew Johnson [4]  states, “[t]he goal of a clini-
cian should be to create an open and support-
ive environment where the patient can make 
her or his own meaning, if any, from such ex-
periences” — and “open” does not mean re-
ligiously sterile. The fact that a setting that 
makes the participant comfortable, including 
symbols from his or her religious tradition, 
may lead to more mystical experiences while 
a setting void of religious symbols may lead 
to fewer mystical experiences neither proves 
that mystical or other psychedelic-enabled 
experiences are purely hallucinatory nor that 
only the chemical effects of the drugs have 
an impact — it only points to the importance 
of the role of one’s mental “set” and the “set-
ting” in these experiences. Finding a truly 
open setting may prove difficult — a hodge-
podge of multiple religious and secular ele-
ments may not be best for removing any anx-
iety a participant may have and setting a 
mood that is open to having a mystical expe-
rience. It may offend or alienate the nonreli-
gious and even members of a Western reli-
gion who think they are being indoctrinated 
into an Eastern religion or some formless 
“perennial philosophy.” However, the object 
of therapy is to help people, and there is some 
evidence that a purely secular standpoint di-
minishes the effectiveness of psychedelic 
therapy and is ill-suited to help people pro-
cess the ontological shock that may be asso-
ciated with psychedelic-enabled experiences 
[8]. Arguably, the secular approach is      harm-
ful to the religious (since it may create a con-
flict in their mind) rather than helpful. As 

Jones 

38 



noted above, at this early stage of research 
mystical experiences are the best indicator of 
a positive therapeutic outcome, and so a set-
ting inducive of mystical experiences should 
be preferred. But the problems just noted 
show how difficult it may be to determine the 
best setting. 

The participants’ and the therapists’ men-
tal framework can also impact what occurs in 
the ASC experience themselves and the ex-
periencer’s post-experience understanding of 
what was experienced. The state of mind dur-
ing an experience can be distinguished from 
the experiencer’s post-experience under-
standing, even though both are “subjective” 
and may not seem distinct to experiencers but 
two phases of the same event. So too, the 
questionnaires should reflect this distinction. 
A mental framework preconditions experi-
encers to follow a certain mental track and 
may predispose them to certain understand-
ings. For example, theistic beliefs may direct 
experiencers to interpret the felt sense of non-
duality or pure consciousness (i.e., a state of 
consciousness empty of differentiated con-
tent) to be the ground of only the soul or to 
be merely a powerful hallucination and not 
indicate an actual unity to a “wholly other” 
creator god who is by definition unexperi-
enceable. Alternatively, theists’ expectancy 
bias may direct experiencers to take any psy-
chedelic experience as a “taste” of transcend-
ent knowledge or a “glimpse” of God. The 
philosophical issue of whether mystical ex-
periences are, in fact, cognitive of reality [52, 

53] can be ignored for the question of thera-
peutic benefit, but another issue arises: if the 
patient believes the psychedelic-enabled ex-
perience is cognitive, is the therapeutic effect 
different than for a patient that does not be-
lieve that? 

It may be that the beliefs one holds at the 
time of the experience do not matter for a 
transformative effect — all that may matter 
is the experience, and the experience leads      
to changing one’s beliefs. It may be that ASC 

experiences do not introduce new beliefs but 
only alter a person’s existing beliefs and their 
impact (McGovern et al., 2021). Psychedel-
ics open healthy volunteers up to greater sug-
gestibility [8, 15] and magnify whatever mean-
ing they bring to the experiences. Under the 
recently proposed REBUS (“RElaxed Beliefs 
under pSychedelics”) model [55], psychedel-
ics weaken the control of one’s beliefs, 
thereby permitting more influence from ex-
periential input and making experiencers 
more flexible in their resulting beliefs. In-
deed, psychedelics do not necessarily make 
an atheist into a theist, but there may be “sig-
nificant decreases in identification as atheist 
and agnostic and significant increases in be-
lief in ultimate reality, higher power, God, or 
universal divinity [57,58].” It does appear that 
psychedelic-enabled experiences tend to 
cause a shift in the experiencers’ metaphysics 
away from “hard” materialism or to accept-
ing transcendent realities [22, 59]. Part of the 
problem is how “atheist” is defined and its 
contrast to traditional Western monotheism 
[58], but psychedelics do appear to have a “ro-
bust tendency to make users believe in some 
other (non-physical) Reality that puts this 
one in the shade [58].” Theists may also 
change their beliefs to embrace panpsychism, 
cosmopsychism, or a transcendent con-
sciousness or a nonpersonal “Ultimate Real-
ity” that is the ground of the natural universe. 
A single psychedelic experience may also 
have a lasting effect on how the person views 
consciousness [60]. Such effects on beliefs are 
correlated with positive mental health 
changes and a sense of well-being, and the 
metaphysical changes may be long-lasting 
[59]. Psychedelics can occasion strong but 
short-term and reversible disruptions of self-
consciousness. However, the long-lasting ef-
fects on well-being do not appear to be nec-
essarily mediated by intense experiences but 
rather by the training of different cognitive 
mechanisms through meditation [45]. 
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This points to the need for sensitivity to 
how mystical language and religious sym-
bols are handled in psychedelic therapy and 
research. If mishandled, the resulting experi-
ence or lack thereof may be misconstrued as 
evidence for the researcher’s own position on 
the issue of mysticism and psychedelic re-
search. 

 
IMPOSING NATURALISM 
 
As discussed above, it is essential to realize the 
influence of expectations, dominant dis-
courses, and social and cultural beliefs in both 
the set and setting of psychedelic-enabled ex-
periences and the post-experience understand-
ings. However, it must not be assumed that 
only the religious have a mental set that affects 
their experiences and post-experience under-
standing. Naturalists routinely recognize the 
danger in scientists and clinicians uncon-
sciously imposing their personal religious or 
spiritual beliefs in the practice of psychedelic 
medicine and condemn introducing their own 
“nonempirically supported beliefs [4].” Clini-
cians without explicitly endorsing supernatu-
ral beliefs may still impose them [4] when gain-
ing a rapport with the participants. Neverthe-
less, the danger that naturalists may unknow-
ingly impose their own unacknowledged natu-
ralist beliefs also must be recognized. Nonre-
ligious, antireligious, and agnostic naturalists 
are in the same boat as those who are antinat-
uralists in their metaphysics — their position 
is as metaphysical as the ones they reject, but 
naturalists often think that their beliefs are dic-
tated by science and therefore are in a privi-
leged position. However, naturalists often 
think that their beliefs are dictated by science 
and thus are in a privileged position. Thus, 
they believe that imposing their beliefs is per-
missible. 

These changes in metaphysical beliefs oc-
cur after the experiences. Thus, the new beliefs 
are not psychological factors in the therapeutic 

effects related to the experiential dissolution of 
a sense of self [58]. 

Naturalism, too, is a matter of metaphys-
ics and cannot be equated with science or de-
duced from scientific findings. It is a 
worldview based on taking science alone as 
answering the fundamental questions on the 
nature of the world. In naturalism, all that ex-
ists is open to scientific examination, and 
thus all that is real is the natural world (with 
the possible exception of mathematical enti-
ties). However, it is not as if science can 
function unless naturalism is correct. The 
naturalist position is not neutral for therapy 
concerning either set or setting, and a natu-
ralist setting or instructions to the partici-
pants or in a post-     experience session or 
questionnaire risks biasing participants as 
much as a religious presentation does — par-
ticipants may be led to believe that a clini-
cian’s presentation in naturalist terms is 
proven scientific fact. 

But Sandeep Nayak and Matthew John-
son [61] have the goal of providing a “com-
mon conceptual vocabulary” for psychedelic 
therapy and advancing a “secular framework 
[4]” of only naturalist terms [51]. Naturalists 
believe that only having an “unambiguously 
secular” framework will enable researchers 
to describe and explain psychedelic-enabled 
experiences without seeming to connect sci-
ence with transcendent realities [5]. This may 
seem “more scientific” to a naturalist. How-
ever, a framework is not neutral that does not 
give the experiencers’ own views an equal 
status. Imposing such a framework only 
seems to be a reasonable course of action to 
one already denying any non-natural options. 
A purely naturalist framework is one-sided 
and can distort the experiencers’ view of their 
ASC experiences: providing questionnaires 
that are devoid of transcendent terms may be 
taken by the experiencers to mean that the ex-
perience cannot be of anything but the natural 
world — after their experience, experiencers 
may reconceptualize their experiences in the 
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preferred terminology even if the experiences 
did not feel that way. These problems are 
lessened in research when the focus is only 
on the phenomenological “felt” content of 
the experiences alone, but in therapy, this is 
a problem: the clinician’s naturalism may di-
minish the effectiveness of the psychedelic 
therapy [8]. So too, it may result in a “spiritual 
bypass” in which the experiences are not in-
tegrated into the patient’s life. 

Many naturalists disparage the term 
“mystical” because “it suggests associations 
with the supernatural that may be obstructive 
or even antithetical to scientific method and 
progress [9].” But no experiences per se con-
flict with science — only possible under-
standings of their nature and significance 
may conflict. And naturalists may give a nat-
uralist interpretation of mystical experiences 
in which the experiences are taken seriously 
as more than hallucinations. Indeed, some 
prominent naturalists — e.g., the philosopher 
Bertrand Russell and the physicist Alan 
Lightman — have had mystical experiences 
without giving up their naturalism or agnos-
ticism. And positive understandings of mys-
tical experiences as cognitive that are con-
sistent with naturalism have been advanced 
[22, 62-65]. For example, the sense of oneness is 
explained in terms of the natural mind simply 
being empty of content. A sense of connec-
tion is explained in terms of the experiencer 
overcoming a sense of a “self” existing inde-
pendently of the rest of the natural world — 
all that happens during a mystical experience 
is that the area of the brain responsible for a 
sense of a boundary between the sense of a 
“self” and the rest of the universe receives 
less input and the area attaching importance 
to events is more active, and so mystics nat-
urally feel without a separate “self” and feel 
more connected to the universe, which in nat-
uralistic metaphysics we in fact are. Broader 
explanations can also be given. For example, 
Jussi Jylkkä [64] proposes panpsychism to ex-
plain the claim that we are merely “waves on 

a sea of consciousness” that gives conscious-
ness and naturalized mystical experiences 
fundamental roles in our understanding of the 
universe.  

In his philosophy of psychedelics, Chris 
Letheby [66] presents a “naturalized spiritual-
ity” supported by a neurocognitive theory 
that can account for the transcendence of the 
sense of a discrete experiencing “self” (i.e., a 
theory in which a “self” does not exist but is 
only a mental construct), feeling connected to 
others and the world, heightened emotions 
and awareness, and in which psychedelic-en-
abled experiences have a transformative im-
pact. This spirituality also presents a meaning 
of life, all within a “disenchanted” naturalist 
worldview congruent with science. Thus, 
psychedelic-enabled experiences may give 
genuine insights into reality that transform 
the experiencer [22]. He believes that this will 
explain why these experiences are the key 
causal factor giving rise to the sense of well-
being and the other psychological benefits of 
psychedelic therapies, and that also will get 
around the “comforting delusion objection 
[67]” that clinicians should not utilize meta-
physical beliefs in a therapy session that they 
believe are wrong regardless of any prag-
matic value. 

More generally, there now are also “reli-
gious naturalists” who reinterpret monotheis-
tic language into naturalist terms — e.g., 
“God” becomes only the laws of nature. Such 
naturalists highlight awe and wonder at the 
majesty of nature, even though mystical and 
psychedelic-enabled experiences do not ap-
pear to play a major role in this religiosity [68]. 

Sarah Lane Ritchie [69] connects 
panpsychism to psychedelic-enabled states 
and spiritual flourishing. Thus, this secular 
mysticism changes the understanding of 
mystical experiences. However, it can still 
support the idea of “mystical insights” as 
genuine and experiential, even if no trans-
cendent realities are involved rather than as 
spurious insights fabricated under the 
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influence of hallucinogens. This may also 
lead to the general acceptance that the term 
“mysticism” need not carry non-naturalist 
connotations. Naturalists rightly point out 
that mystical experiences are open to the 
same type of examination as any experience 
— their religious impact does not make them 
off limits — and it is epistemologically legit-
imate for scientists to advance explanations 
of the mechanics of the brain during the ex-
perience that differ in type from metaphysi-
cal explanations of the source and signifi-
cance of the experiences. Mystical and psy-
chedelic experiences are as open to scientific 
explanations as any other experiences. In 
principle, neuroscience can give as complete 
an account of what is occurring during an 
ASC experience or state as it can for any con-
scious event. Thus, consciousness research 
has no “psychedelic exceptionalism [5].” 
Nevertheless, when it comes to presentations 
to patients and participants in psychedelic 
studies, there also is no “naturalism excep-
tionalism.” 
 
THE CONTRIBUTION OF MYSTICAL 
EXPERIENCES TO THE SCIENCE OF 
PSYCHEDELICS AND CONSCIOUS-
NESS 
 
Despite the rise of such positive naturalist un-
derstandings of mystical experiences, most 
naturalists may wish to exclude mystical ex-
periences from consciousness studies as no 
more than hallucinations that tell us no more 
about how the brain works than other hallu-
cinations. Mystical experiences for many are 
simply “metaphysical hallucinations [67]” — 
experiences are perhaps psychologically con-
vincing to the experiencers themselves but of 
no more interest to scientists than other hal-
lucinations. Moreover, perhaps therapists 
should embrace “mystical fictionalism [70]” 
as long as positive results arise. But can the 
study of mystical experiences add to general 
psychedelic and consciousness research? 

Mystical experiences are more limited in 
what they can contribute to psychedelic re-
search and to the study of consciousness than 
what some advocates of psychedelics claim. 
In particular, these experiences do not ex-
plain the relation of the mind to the body, 
show      the true nature of consciousness, or 
overcome the “hard problem” of why subjec-
tivity is attached to some physical events. In 
one study, David Yaden and his collaborators 
concluded that psychedelics are unlikely to 
provide information relevant to the hard 
problem [13]. Mystical experiences are exotic 
cases that add to the pool of data to be stud-
ied. However, they remain merely another 
type of experience or state, even if they are 
open to interpretations in terms of transcend-
ent realities. So too, mystical experiences, in 
general, do not prove that consciousness is 
independent of the brain or matter in general 
as long as a naturalist explanation of these 
experiences in which consciousness is either 
identical to the brain or is a naturally emerg-
ing property is a viable alternative [22, 62]. As 
Matthew Johnson [4] also concludes, to date, 
psychedelic science may not have provided 
substantial advancement in our understand-
ing of either the easy or hard problems re-
lated to consciousness. Yaden and his collab-
orators called for “epistemic humility” on 
this topic in psychedelic studies [13]. Neuro-
scientists generally adopt a “methodological 
materialism” in which they tend simply ig-
nore the hard problem and use the term “con-
sciousness” to refer to a wide array of the 
contents of the mind in general (e.g., percep-
tion, thoughts, and emotions) [13]. 

But mystical experiences can contribute 
to the study of consciousness in several      
ways. Most importantly, the different types 
of mystical ASC experiences and states of 
consciousness add to the spectrum of con-
sciousness. Thus, they must be accounted for 
in developing models of consciousness or 
models of how the brain works in underlying 
subjectivity, whether mystical experiences 
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are cognitive or not. Even if they have no 
causal properties, their presence must be con-
sidered. These experiences may be like the 
high-energy physics that caused physicists to 
revise Newtonian physics [71]. In particular, 
the issue of whether a sense of “self” is nec-
essarily part of all human experiences is de-
bated today in the philosophy of mind [72, 73]. 
Some research suggests that a sense of “self” 
is not necessary for consciousness [46]. Chris 
Letheby [22, 65] also defends the possibility of 
a truly selfless awareness against the claim 
that all awareness must be to someone — a 
sense of ownership or “for-me- ness” to all 
experiences — and thus there must be an ex-
periencing “self.” That is, subjectivity is nec-
essary for any experience but not necessarily 
a separate ontological entity called the “self.” 
The sense of “self” may be an illusion. It ap-
pears that psychedelics disrupt the neural un-
derpinnings of a sense of “self,” and mystical 
experiences deconstruct the sense of an iso-
lated “self” leading to a possible psychologi-
cal transformation. Thus, the experiences of 
selflessness may provide experiential input 
not only on whether all experiences imply 
that there must always be some self-aware-
ness, but also on the ontological question of 
whether there is a phenomenal “self.” 

There may also be a state of conscious-
ness devoid of all content except conscious-
ness itself — a “pure” consciousness. 
Whether a state of consciousness truly empty 
of all diverse content is in fact possible is a 
matter of debate in philosophy [74]. The study 
of “pure” consciousness or awareness has be-
come an increasingly important subject of 
empirical and philosophical research on con-
sciousness [75]. Whether such a consciousness 
is a core consciousness that is present in all 
states of consciousness or is only one state of 
consciousness would be an issue, but in ei-
ther case studying a state of consciousness by 
free of the usual content may prove of value 
for understanding the nature of conscious-
ness. 

Mystical experiences can also contribute 
to science in other ways. First, the brain 
states underlying introvertive mystical expe-
riences with diverse content may contribute 
to scientists’ understanding of vision 
(through the vividness of these experiences), 
how information is integrated, how some 
cognitions are impaired, the sense of unity to 
consciousness, and other supposedly “easy” 
problems of consciousness [76]. Second, the 
experiences may expose something of the 
subconscious layers of consciousness. Mys-
tical experiences may also help the study of 
the brain. For example, the experiences may 
add to the study of neuroplasticity [77] and 
neurotransmitters. 

All of this is part of the broader issue of 
the nature of consciousness. Mystical and 
other psychedelic-enabled states and experi-
ences may require some remodeling of the 
nature of the mind, even though to date, these 
states and experiences have done less than 
many advocates of the claim. Indeed, in the 
end,, these experiences and states may only 
increase the mystery of consciousness. 
 
CONCLUSION: SITUATING MYSTI-
CISM IN PSYCHEDELIC THERAPY 
AND RESEARCH 
 
To sum up: proponents of disengaging mys-
ticism from psychedelic therapy have not 
made their case, and as long as psychedelic-
enabled experiences appear to be part of the 
beneficial effects of psychedelic therapies, 
experiences appropriately labeled “mystical” 
are part of the therapeutic picture and the ex-
planations of the effects. Thus, mysticism 
cannot now be expunged from broader psy-
chedelic research. Scientists can accomplish 
their explanatory task without mysticism in-
troducing a collision of science and religion 
or surreptitiously smuggling non-natural 
transcendent realities into their explanations. 
Mystical concepts may need to be clarified 
for purposes of psychedelic science, but 
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mystical experiences do not per se conflict 
with science. Mystical experiences are open 
to naturalist understandings, but as long as 
consciousness is part of the picture in psyche-
delic studies, it is not obvious that these ex-
periences must be seen only in naturalist 
terms. However, the “applied mysticism” of 
psychedelic therapy and research has less po-
tential in addressing basic issues of con-
sciousness and the mind than many advo-
cates of psychedelics currently assert — the 
role of mystical experiences is a subset of the 
general problems of consciousness, not their 
solution. Nevertheless, if a “new paradigm” 
in therapy that treats psychedelic-enabled ex-
periences as causal does become mainstream,      
the study of mysticism should become part of 
the training of clinicians and researchers in 
psychedelics studies. 
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