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ABSTRACT

New research in psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy merits a reexamination of the neurobiology
and phenomenology of psychedelic states. First person accounts of psychedelic-assisted
psychotherapy are used to re-conceptualize the ego boundary as a defense mechanism which
regulates the significance that objects hold for the self. Therapeutic action is attributed to ego
dissolution, which enables subjects to see new significance in things. This process coincides
neurobiologically with uncoupling certain midline cortical structures, and psychodynamically,
with deactivating defense mechanisms which mitigate the threat of losing the loved object. It
also enables the dreamlike imagery, symbols, and metaphor of the primary process, a regression
to earlier ways of relating to objects, and feelings of love and connectivity. The process supports
Freud's ideas about the oceanic mode of relating to the world existing alongside the narrower,
mature ego feeling. The former is better suited for finding meaning in life, while the latter is
better suited for survival. The noetic quality of the psychedelic state derives from an
unconscious recognition that experiences without character defenses feel more genuine than
others, and conform to earlier ways of feeling and thinking. The accessibility of the primary
process makes psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy transformative, not just informative. An
analogy is drawn to Fonagy's developmental model of mentalization. Absent the defensive, self-
critical lens of a prior self-concept, psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy serves as an ideal
paradigm for the transformative experience of seeing oneself through the eyes of another,
leading to greater self-acceptance. Flight instructions for navigating this royal road to the
unconscious are considered.
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Introduction

is compared with a nearly identical phenomenon in inci-
pient psychosis, which raises questions about the nature

With psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy making head-
line news, there is a need to understand and define its

mechanisms of action, its potential applications, and its
position within existing psychotherapeutic models.
Recent research suggests that psychedelic drugs, at
least in a controlled psychotherapy or experimental
environment, enable a sense of new meaning (Hartog-
sohn, 2018), enhanced connectivity toward others
(Carhart-Harris, Erritzoe, Haijen, Kaelen, & Watts, 2018),
and greater self-acceptance (Watts, Day, Krzanowski,
Nutt, & Carhart-Harris, 2017). These outcomes have
been loosely linked to drug-induced ego dissolution.
Do the phenomena of ego dissolution truly warrant
such claims? What role does psychotherapy play in facil-
itating these outcomes?

In considering these questions, | review the phenom-
enology of ego-dissolution in the psychedelic state, par-
ticularly the sense of heightened significance, and the
emergence of the dream-like primary process. The
sense of heightened significance in psychedelic states

of insight gained through these experiences. | will also
review some recent neurophysiological and neurochemi-
cal findings related to these phenomena, and to certain
aspects of psychoanalytic theory. Analogies are drawn
between the sense of heightened significance and con-
nectivity in the psychedelic state, and the oceanic
mode of object relations that precedes full separation/
individuation.

As | will argue, | believe that the sense of heightened
significance is linked to a de-activation of defense mech-
anisms which, under normal conditions, help the ego
moderate the threat of losing the loved object. This
coincides with the suppression of predictive processing,
or coding, necessary for binding experiential information
into a coherent self-concept. The resulting loss of sec-
ondary process reasoning under the influence of psyche-
delic substances thus enables the emergence of primary
process ideation, and perspectives normally blocked by
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the ego’s adaptive strategies. In keeping with this formu-
lation, | suggest that the sense of new meaning in the
psychedelic state is derived from perception unpreju-
diced by habitual expectation. The key phenomena of
ego dissolution in this state — particularly the sense of
heightened significance or new meaning, and enhanced
connectivity — may be explained as a reversal or undoing
of the ego’s ability to modulate the affective intensity of
its relationships with loved objects.

I will also describe some case examples and first-
person subjective reports to illustrate how the deactiva-
tion of defense mechanisms and the emergence of
primary process material bring about new perspectives.
| discuss how “flight instructions” for psychedelic-
assisted psychotherapy can address these new perspec-
tives. Furthermore, | will make an analogy between psy-
chedelic-assisted psychotherapy, and the process of
mentalization: Absent the defensive, self-critical lens of
a prior self-concept, the dyadic situation of psychede-
lic-assisted psychotherapy serves as an ideal paradigm
for the transformative experience of seeing oneself
through the eyes of another. Case examples show how
powerful, emotionally-charged eidetic images may be
used to contrast prior defensive self- and object-rep-
resentations with novel, more embracing and accepting
ones.

The psychedelic state

As it is challenging to separate drug effects from the
influence of set and setting (Hartogsohn, 2016), Albert
Hofmann'’s accidental first psychoactive encounter with
the drug he synthesized, LSD, is instructive, as he had
no idea he had taken a drug. The following lab notes
describe an experience he later realized had come
from inadvertent exposure to the potent chemical, prob-
ably through skin absorption.

| suddenly became strangely inebriated. The external
world became changed as in a dream. Objects appeared
to gain in relief; they assumed unusual dimensions; and
colors became more glowing. Even self-perception and
the sense of time were changed. When the eyes were
closed, colored pictures flashed past in a quickly chan-
ging kaleidoscope. (Hofmann, 1943)

To test his hypothesis that the compound (LSD) he had
handled that day caused these transformations, he con-
ducted the first voluntary trial of LSD a few days later:

Every exertion of my will, every attempt to put an end to
the disintegration of the outer world and the dissolution
of my ego, seemed to be a wasted effort ... . At times |
believed myself to be outside my body, and then per-
ceived clearly, as an outside observer, the complete

tragedy of my situation ....(The next morning) a sen-
sation of well-being and renewed life flowed through
me ... everything glistened and sparkled in a fresh
light. The world was as if newly created. All my senses
vibrated in a condition of highest sensitivity. (Hofmann,
1980, pp. 13-14)

James (1902) identified four qualities of mystical states,
which have gained wide acceptance by writers and
researchers in the psychedelic drug field as key elements
of the psychedelic state: ineffability (defies expression);
noetic quality (a state of knowledge or insight that
carries a sense of authority); transiency; and passivity
(one’s “own will is in abeyance,” and “held by a superior
power” p. 381). Subsequent writers in the psychedelic lit-
erature, based on extensive studies (Gasser, Kirchner, &
Passie, 2015; Grinspoon & Bakalar, 1979; Pahnke, 1969;
Pahnke & Richards, 1970; Pahnke, Kurland, Unger,
Savage, & Grof, 1970; Savage, Savage, Fadiman, &
Harman, 1964), have expanded this list to include other
qualities, such as a dreamlike quality; a feeling of blend-
ing into one’s surroundings, or a sense of the unity of
things; a sense of awe; high suggestibility; a sense of
timelessness or slowing of time; heightened sensations,
especially seeing colors as brighter, more intense, lumi-
nous; synesthesia; and others. Richards (2017) has
described a continuum of psychedelic states, beginning
with mild alterations of perception, sometimes deepen-
ing to reveal intrapsychic dynamics, and sometimes dee-
pening further into Jungian archetypal visions and
“unitive-mystical dimensions of mind that usually are
experienced as profoundly sacred and eternal” (p. 327).

Aldous Huxley, describing his experience on mesca-
line wrote,

Though my body seemed to have dissociated itself
almost completely from my mind - or, to be more accu-
rate, though my awareness of the transfigured outer
world was no longer accompanied by an awareness of
my physical organism | found myself able to get up
....It was odd, of course, to feel that “I” was not the
same as these arms and legs “out there,” as this wholly
objective trunk and neck and even head....In my
present state, awareness was not referred to as ego; it
was, so to speak, on its own. This meant that the physio-
logical intelligence controlling the body was also on its
own. For the moment that interfering neurotic who, in
waking hours, tries to run the show, was blessedly out
of the way. (Huxley, 1954, pp. 15-16)

At the core of these various descriptions of what is fun-
damental to the psychedelic process is a change in the
way the subject, or subjective “I,” sees him or herself in
relation to the environment. This is most often described
as a “loss of ego boundaries,” or a “dissolution of the ego”
(see Milliere, 2017; Swanson, 2018, for excellent reviews



of the literature describing the psychedelic drug-induced
dissolution of the ego).

Expanded significance in psychedelic states
and psychosis

In parallel with ego boundaries melting away, things -
that is, colors, sounds, music, words, actions, ideas,
natural phenomena - suddenly seem to have heretofore
unrecognized meaning or significance. This process by
which things previously ignored, felt to be of little signifi-
cance, acquire new-found meaning is critical to the
therapeutic process of psychedelic-assisted psychother-
apy (Hartogsohn, 2018). Interestingly, it is also often at
the core of the incipient psychotic process. Karl Jaspers,
whose descriptions of the phenomenology of incipient
psychosis have been confirmed repeatedly in later first
person accounts, labeled this the “primary delusional
mood”: “Something is in the air but one is unable to
say what.” “Patients feel uncanny ... that there is some-
thing suspicious afoot. Everything gets a new meaning.
The environment is somehow different” (translated in
Mishara & Fusar-Poli, 2013). Matussek (1952), similarly,
wrote about the perceptual state in which the earliest
changes in the development of delusion occur: “Abnor-
mal significance is perceptually encountered as an inte-
gral part of the object. It is not primarily deduced,
thought out, or dredged up in some other way from
our thoughts, but rather experienced directly as inherent
in the object” (p. 98).

The term used to describe this state, in an active area
of brain research and a prominent pathophysiological
model of schizophrenia, is “aberrant salience” (Kapur,
2003). A study (Reininghaus et al., 2016) which sampled
the experiences of individuals with first episode psycho-
sis and people at very high risk for psychosis found a
high correlation between aberrant salience and psycho-
sis in these conditions, especially in the group at high
risk. These investigators posited that aberrant salience
plays a role well before the onset of psychotic disorder.
Kapur (2003) proposed that dysregulated dopamine
release leads to “aberrant assignment of salience to exter-
nal objects and internal representations” (author’s italics)
during incipient psychosis. He cites first person reports
from the phenomenological literature of early psychosis:

“| developed a greater awareness of ... . My senses were
sharpened. | became fascinated by the little insignificant
things around me.” “Sights and sounds possessed a
keenness that he had never experienced before” (both
quotes from Bowers & Freedman, 1966); “It was as if
parts of my brain awoke, which had been dormant™
(from Macdonald, 1960); “My senses seemed alive ... .
Things seemed clearcut, | noticed things | had never
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noticed before” (from Bowers, 1968). Most patients
report that something in the world around them is chan-
ging, leaving them somewhat confused and looking for
an explanation. This stage of perplexity and anxiety has
been recognized by several authors and is best captured
in the accounts of patients: “I felt that there was some
overwhelming significance in this'.” (Macdonald, 1960)

These descriptions are identical with the first-person
accounts in the psychedelic drug research literature. In
a typical example following psilocybin, one person
reported “When | went outside, everything was very
bright and colourful and it felt different. | noticed
things | didn’t notice usually, the leaves on the trees
and the birds, small details” (P7) (Watts et al., 2017).

Kapur's model of this phenomenon is that a “bottom
up” dysfunction, namely excessive dopamine release,
creates a climate of aberrant salience - the attribution
of significance or meaning to external objects and
internal representations — which are then subject to
“top-down” psychological processes, in which attempts
to make sense of the newfound significance of things
lead to the formation of delusions and hallucinations.
In treatment, antipsychotic medication addresses the
bottom-up dopamine dysregulation via dopamine block-
ade, and thus diminishes the feeling of significance, but
does not affect the top-down process of delusional think-
ing. This is why delusional thinking persists long after the
active psychotic process is halted. Kapur suggests that
once the process of the aberrant salience is dampened
neurochemically, patients may be more amenable to
cognitive therapies and working through, which, over
time, may render delusional ideas less intrusive, and
less disruptive to ongoing reality testing.

It is interesting to compare this model with the model
of psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy. In Kapur’s (2003)
description of the treatment of psychosis,

The resolution of symptoms then is a dynamic process:
antipsychotics lessen the salience of the concerns, and
the patient “works through” her symptoms toward a
psychological resolution. Symptom resolution may
have much in common with the mechanisms whereby
all humans give up on cherished beliefs or frightening
dreads, and it may involve processes of extinction,
encapsulation, and belief transformation - fundamen-
tally psychological concepts. (p. 17)

In the case of psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy, the
psychedelic drug creates a new bottom-up condition of
aberrant salience, which adds new meaning to pre-
viously disregarded aspects of external objects and
internal representations, and the patient, with the assist-
ance of the therapist, works through her newly formed
ideas and beliefs which replace “cherished beliefs or
frightening dreads.” In the one case, increased salience
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or newfound meaning is unbidden, and leads to a
reshuffling of ideas, most often in a paranoid direction,
that alienates the individual from others. In the other,
increased salience or newfound meaning is sought,
experienced voluntarily in the company of another,
and the reshuffling of ideas enables greater openness
and connectivity with others. The key point in this
analogy is that the sense of newly felt significance or
meaning, which is the earliest and most reliable indicator
of the dissolution of ego boundaries, or loss of self,
appears to be a necessary precondition for the profound
transformation of thought and feeling we see in both the
psychedelic state and in incipient psychosis. The differ-
ences in course between the two states may be largely
accounted for by the voluntary, ascribable, and short-
lived of nature of the loss of self in the one, and the
unbidden, unattributed, and protracted nature of the
loss of self in the other. Note that the first two factors
in each case refer to differences in “set.”

Kapur's model of psychosis may be compared with
Carhart-Harris and Friston’s (2019) recent REBUS model
of psychedelic states. In this model, psychedelic drugs
are thought to dysregulate the highest level in the assy-
metric hierarchical neural organization - namely the
default mode network (see below for a fuller discussion
of the DMN) — which coincides with an under-weighting
of the precision (felt confidence) of cortically-generated
predictive models. This effectively increases the salience
of bottom-up prediction error (surprise), and increases its
influence on subsequent revised predictive models. In so
doing, the curvature of the free energy landscape is tran-
siently flattened, “allowing neuronal dynamics to escape
their basins of attraction” (Carhart-Harris & Friston, 2019),
i.e. follow new rather than canalized pathways. This
model suggests a mechanisms by which novel ideas, or
at the least, novel impressions or versions of old ideas
(new-found significance) might take hold and replace
previously heavily trodden ideas/models of how things
work.

An alternative conceptualization of the incipient psy-
chotic process has been put forward by Sass and
Parnas (2003), who see schizophrenia as a

self-disorder or, more specifically, an ipseity disturbance
in which one finds certain characteristic distortions of the
act of awareness. Ipseity refers to the experiential sense
of being a vital and self-coinciding subject of experience
or first person perspective on the world (ipse is Latin for
“self” or “itself”). (p. 428; emphasis in the original)

Their (and colleagues’) close scrutiny of the subjective
experiences in prodromal and first episode psychosis
using the meticulously designed Examination of Anoma-
lous Self-Experience (EASE) scale (Parnas & Handest,

2003; Parnas et al., 2005) documents how the earliest
changes pathognomic of schizophrenia consist of dis-
turbances in the normally subconscious sense that
one’s experience is “mine.”
A tacit or subsidiary awareness of kinesthetic and pro-
prioceptive sensations serves as the medium of pre-
reflective selfhood, ipseity, or self-awareness, which, in
turn, is the medium through which all intentional activity
is realized. Any disturbance of this tacit-focal structure, or
of the ipseity it implies, is likely to have subtle but
broadly reverberating effects that upset the balance
and shake the foundations of both self and world. (Sass
& Parnas, 2003)

This may occur in several forms: One form may be
classified as hyper-reflective, “in which a subject or
agent experiences itself, or what would normally be
inhabited as an aspect or feature of itself, as a kind of
external object” (Sass & Parnas, 2003), or in contrast,
with diminished self-affection, as illustrated by the fol-
lowing comments: “My consciousness is not as whole
as it should be,” “I am simply unconscious,” “I am half
awake,” “l have no self-consciousness,” “My |-feeling is
diminished,” “My | is disappearing for me,” “My feeling
of consciousness is fragmented” (Parnas & Handest,
2003). These changes in “ipseity” mirror those which
are seen in the beginning stages of ego dissolution
with psychedelic drugs, as will be seen below.

This model of basic self-disturbance, which has
prompted its authors to view schizophrenia as a “dis-
order of consciousness” (Parnas & Handest, 2003), has
been explicated on the basis of “source monitoring
deficits,” and “aberrant salience,” both of which may be
attributable to a “weakening of prediction processes,”
and “a failure to make accurate ‘top-down’ predictions
based on contextual information (drawing on memory-
based processes) and an over-reliance on lower level per-
ceptual processing” (Nelson, Whitford, Lavoie, & Sass,
2014; see also Fletcher & Frith, 2009). These suppositions
dovetail with several findings (summarized in Valton,
Romaniuk, Douglas Steele, Lawrie, & Series, 2017) in
which schizophrenics show superior performance com-
pared with controls on tasks in which expectancy (top-
down predictive coding) interferes with recognition of
surprise outcomes (cf. discussion below about lantern
consciousness and creative solutions in children, whose
DMN is still developing).

Midline cortical structures and the self: Bound
and unbound

Letheby and Gerrans (2017) have developed an elegant
model which will be used later in this paper to inform
some ideas about the clinical implications of this



expanded sense of significance, the sine qua non indi-
cator of the loss of ego boundaries in psychedelic
states. The model relies heavily on the work of Sui and
Humphreys (2015), whose review of a wide range of cog-
nitive and neurophysiological studies emphasizes how
reference to the self enhances the binding, or “provides
a form of associative ‘glue’ for perception, memory, and
decision making,” the integration of parts into perceptual
wholes, information processing in general, and perhaps
even neuronal connectivity between brain regions.
Letheby and Gerrans further develop the concept of
“self-binding” to encompass salience and affect. They
cite evidence that affect is “bound” to perception, as
well as to memories and imaginative states, and that
this binding involves cortical midline structures which
are part of the salience network (SN). The SN is a hier-
archically organized neural network that enables higher
level cortical structures to identify self-relevant infor-
mation among (literally) mind-boggling amounts of
interoceptive and exteroceptive data. It “tells the organ-
ism which information matters and how it matters,” by
evaluating the affective valence associated with (bound
to) its salient quality. In this regard, the capacity of an
individual to navigate efficiently through a continuous
bombardment by internal (proprioceptive data, mem-
ories, emotions, wishes, etc.) and external (sensory per-
ceptual) information, can be thought of as a specific
category of “predictive processing,” (see, for example,
Friston, 2010), whereby higher level cortical structures
construct coherent self- and object- representations to
predict affective and perceptual information from lower
levels, and continuously modify those representations
according to the degree of concordance between the
predictive models and the steady stream of actual, new
information. The SN functions as a species of predictive
processing which weighs higher level predictions of sig-
nificance for self representations against lower level
affective data regarding felt significance (see also Pala-
niyappan & Liddle, 2012; and Seth, 2013).

The SN, which includes the anterior cingulate cortex
and the anterior insular cortex, is a key component of
Letheby and Gerrans’s (2017) “self-binding” model,
along with the default mode network (DMN), identified
by Raichle et al. (2001) as brain regions which consist-
ently showed deactivation in response to externally
oriented goal-directed activity, and relative increases
during unstructured rest and self-generated mental
activity (Buckner, Andrews-Hanna, & Schacter 2008).
Subsequent studies of the DMN, which consists of hubs
in the posterior cingulate cortex (PCC)/precuneus,
medial prefrontal cortex (MPFC), and inferior parietal
lobule (IPL), have postulated its role in a variety of func-
tions related to self-representation, “providing a sense of
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oneself as a subjective agent in space and time” (Davey,
Pujol, & Harrison, 2016), with the PCC, in particular, seen
as playing a role in the coordination of self-
representations.

Letheby and Gerrans’s self-binding model also leans
heavily on the work of Carhart-Harris and colleagues,
who have conducted a series of studies which correlate
subjective phenomenological reports with neurophysio-
logical findings. In their landmark fMRI study of brain
function in 15 healthy volunteers after psilocybin inges-
tion, Carhart-Harris et al. (2012) found decreases in cer-
ebral blood flow and blood-oxygen level-dependent
(BOLD) signal, which were greatest in hub regions such
as the thalamus and anterior and posterior cingulate
cortex (ACC and PCQ). Of considerable interest was the
fact that decreased activity in the ACC/medial prefrontal
cortex (mMPFC) predicted the intensity of the subjective
effects of the drug. Significant decreases in coupling
within the DMN, particularly between the PCC and
mPFC, were also noted, which were replicated in sub-
sequent studies with LSD. Carhart-Harris and colleagues
also found that decreased alpha power, which has
been linked to inhibitory processes, in the PCC correlated
strongly with psychometric ratings of ego dissolution.
These changes in regional brain coupling, or connec-
tivity, which take place after administration of psychede-
lic substances, form a large part of Carhart-Harris et al.’s
(2014) entropic theory of the brain, and his theory
about the therapeutic action of psychedelic drugs. He
speculates that the DMN may function as the neurophy-
siological substrate of Huxley’s (1954) “reducing valve,”
and in keeping with Friston’s (2010) “free-energy prin-
ciple,” suggests that in its resting (default) state, the
“mind/brain works to constrain its experience of the
world” (Carhart-Harris et al, 2012), or to limit the
world’s potential salience.

Carhart-Harris et al. (2016) obtained similar results in
their fMRI study of the effects of LSD on healthy volun-
teers. They again found decreased DMN integrity, this
time measured by several different methods, as well as
decoupling between the parahippocampus and the ret-
rosplenial cortex (RSC), strongly correlating with subjec-
tive reports of ego-dissolution. Interestingly, there was
no correlation between ego dissolution and disinte-
gration within eleven other resting state networks,
including the SN. Using electroencephalography.
Kometer, Pokorny, Seifritz, and Volleinweider (2015)
found that psilocybin decreased lower-frequency
(<20 Hz) oscillations within the extended DMN, particu-
larly in the PCC. Muthukumaraswamy et al. (2013),
using magnetoencephalography and mathematical
modeling following psilocybin infusion, found large
decreases in oscillatory power in the DMN, particularly
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in the PCC, which correlated powerfully with subjective
reports of ego dissolution. Palhano-Fontes et al. (2015)
also found diminished DMN activation correlating with
ego dissolution in a study of the effects of ayahuasca,
which contains the psychedelic dimethyltriptamine
(DMT), on chronic ayahuasca users.

However, Lebedev et al. (2015) reported that disinte-
gration not of the DMN, but of the SN, correlated with
psilocybin-induced ego dissolution. These findings
were the reverse of Carhart-Harris et al's LSD study.
Tagliazucchi et al. (2016) found positive correlations
between increased functional connectivity in the bilat-
eral temporo-parietal junction and insular cortex and
subjective reports of ego dissolution. The cortical areas
showing increased global connectivity overlapped sig-
nificantly with a map of 5-HT2A receptor densities.

With all of this sometimes contradictory data, Letheby
and Gerrans posit a model in which the SN and the DMN
mediate distinct binding functions of the self-represen-
tation, with the former comprising the “embodied” self
(after Seth’s (2013) concept of “experience of body own-
ership”), emotional feeling, and salience, while the latter
network is primarily concerned with the “narrative” self;
mental time-travel; judgment, planning and goals; i.e.
dimensions of the self associated with identity. Together,
the two networks organize cognitive processing by con-
stituting a self model (a “spatiotemporal location, a
history, personality traits, ownership of a body, and own-
ership and authorship of thoughts, feelings, and
actions”), which exerts a top down predictive bias
towards self relevance in the integration of new infor-
mation. As the background or context of experience,
the self model is ordinarily imperceptible to the subject
until it starts to disintegrate, which is what can happen
during psychedelic drug states.

The process of the ego or self disintegration after LSD
has been closely observed by Klee (1963) and especially
Savage (1955), who cited Federn’s (1952) pioneering
observations and theory about ego boundaries. Federn
was the first psychoanalyst to recognize the ego as
something that can be felt: “Ego feeling’ can be
described as the feeling of bodily and mental relations
in respect to time and content, the relation being
regarded as an uninterrupted or a restored unity”
(p. 25), though one’s awareness of “ego feeling” is only
triggered when it is disturbed, as it is in psychosis and
in dreams. Federn used the term ego boundary to
denote a dynamic set of temporospatial limits which
divide experience into past, present, and future; internal
and external; real and unreal. For Federn, the ego pre-
sented a unique paradox because it is normally experi-
enced as both subject and object at once. From clinical
observation, Federn noted that in incipient psychosis

or, in healthy persons, upon falling asleep, the ego
(self-representation) boundaries lose their cathexis. Simi-
larly, Savage noted that in the early stages of the drug’s
effects, there is a heightening of attention to various
somatic sensations which normally fly under the radar,
so to speak. What begins to happen is that normally
automatic bodily functions such as walking, talking,
movements in general, proprioceptive sensations, all
become objects of attention, and no longer seem to
occur fluidly, automatically, without conscious effort.

With this phase many changes can be observed in body
ego feeling. The unity of the body ego cannot be main-
tained; the parts of the body seem dislocated. Limbs feel
detached and floating ... .Some parts of the body feel
heavier than others.....The body outline seems lost
and it appears confluent with the bed, like a sheet
lying on the bed. The body seems to be a vague mass
except the parts towards which one directs attention.
The body may feel light as air or heavy as lead ... .The
body may become separated from the individual so
that he feels himself sitting off in a corner or standing
in back or the side of himself. His body may even seem
to come apart so that he feels that he can take off his
head and hold it in his hands. In time the body ego
feeling is lost. This is a gradual process. The feeling for
the legs and genitals disappears first, then the arms,
then the trunk. In time ego feeling may be lost for every-
thing but the face and lips, the body ego regressing to
the stage where the various parts of the body first
came to be included in the ego. These losses may not
be observed by the individual at first and may come as
a great shock to him when he becomes aware of them.
“What happened to my body?” (Savage, 1955)

As Klee (1963) put it, “Lacking a reliable inflow (or inte-
gration) of stimuli, particularly from his body, the
subject has lost much of the basis for his self percept.”
This is the beginning of a gradual process of estrange-
ment in which the seat of consciousness, or narrative
“I,” begins to feel detached from the body it customarily
inhabits without giving the matter a second thought. It is
this stage of the ego dissolution process, in which
aspects of the “embodied self” seem to become
unbound from the self-representation as a whole, that
makes the self-binding hypothesis appealing (Letheby
& Gerrans, 2017; Seth, 2013; Sui & Humphreys, 2015).
What seems to be lacking at this stage of the process
is the automatic capacity to link or bind the various
aspects of self-representation into a coherent and con-
tinuous whole. As the process of ego dissolution con-
tinues, there comes a stage during which there is a
separation between the narrative “I” the observer or
recorder of experience, and the subject who is being
observed, whom we may label the “participating self.”
While there are times during ordinary states of con-
sciousness when one observes oneself while one is



participating in something, there is ordinarily full conso-
nance, or identity, between these two functions; there is
no sense that the observing self and participating self are
anything but one and the same person; i.e. ipseity is
maintained (see discussion above).

Thus, in the psychedelic state, as the ego boundaries
dissolve, the observing self no longer feels bound to the
body it inhabits, or to the interoceptive sensations ema-
nating from it. From the psychodynamic viewpoint, there
is now a kind of objectivity towards the self (literally,
viewing the self as an object), which, according to the
self-binding theory, arises from a disruption of the
usual neural connections that enable binding of self
experience. As Letheby and Gerrans (2017) explain it,
“Various cognitive processes which are usually tightly
coupled to self-representation become decoupled from
it.” As the ego boundary dissolves, “attention is no
longer guided exclusively by adaptive and egocentric
goals and agendas; salience attribution is no longer
bound to personal concern” (Letheby & Gerrans, 2017).
Another way of saying this is that with self relevance
no longer prioritized in attributing salience, things pre-
viously ignored as insignificant suddenly appear signifi-
cant, have fascination or meaning divorced from one’s
egocentric agenda.

This disconnection between the observing ego and
the participating ego is an intermediate stage on the
way to complete ego dissolution, and | suggest that
this marks the beginning of a shift in perspective that
is vital to the process of psychedelic-assisted psychother-
apy. At this point in the psychedelic process, as one
begins to perceive the self as if from outside it, one
begins to see one’s self as others may see one. This is a
special form of empathy that is rarely encountered
under ordinary conditions while one’s unconscious
defense mechanisms are occupied with maintaining
self-esteem. The capacity to observe one’s self as dispassio-
nately and objectively as one might view another person, or
as another person might view oneself, confers a perspective
in the psychedelic state that otherwise might take the
better part of a lifetime in psychotherapy, if one is lucky,
to discover.

| was able to see myself from outside my self, to see the
world from the perspective of nowhere and everywhere
all at once, and suddenly this horror show of self-regard
stopped. And | believe | learned something about the
world that | could not have learned any other way, some-
thing that altered how | think about, well, everything.
(llling, 2019)

Returning momentarily to the model of schizophrenia as
an ipseity disorder, one can easily imagine the profound
difference in outcome of ego dissolution in schizo-
phrenia compared to psychedelic-assisted

NEUROPSYCHOANALYSIS (&) 7

psychotherapy. When the experience of seeing oneself
as an object, which Sass and Parnas (2003) view as the
fundamental disruption in schizophrenia, occurs unbid-
den, unexplained, unendingly, uncontrollably, and
alone as it does in psychosis, it is likely a very different
thing as compared to when it occurs willfully (albeit
uncontrollably), with clear cause, transiently, and in the
presence of a knowledgeable, supportive guide, as it
does in the case of psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy.
Related to this fundamental difference in context
around the same phenomenological experience, the
effect of seeing oneself as an object may have devastat-
ing, horrifying, alienating, delusional consequences in
the one case, and potentially clarifying, unifying, and
meaningful consequences in the other.

The neurochemistry of new meaning

Letheby and Gerrans's division of the self model into dis-
tinct functions mediated by the default mode network
and the salience network remains to be supported or dis-
confirmed by further investigations. As mentioned
above, there is contradictory evidence from existing
studies of the neurophysiological effects of psychedelic
drugs, as may be expected when attempting to pinpoint
anatomically a concept as diffuse and far-reaching as the
sense of self. A more cautious interpretation of the data is
that there is increasing evidence from studies which cor-
relate regional brain activity and connectivity measures
following psychedelic drug administration, on the one
hand, with psychometric measures of the loss of ego
boundaries, on the other, supporting the notion that
certain midline structures comprising the SN and the
DMN are involved in constructing the self concept. Psy-
chedelic drugs can produce some alteration in the activity
of these midline structures which disrupts ipseity, enables
(or forces) one to see oneself as an object, and from this
altered perspective, to see new meaning or significance
in things normally filtered out by the “reducing valve”'
of regular consciousness, which we call the self.

And in recognizing, either during or more often after a
psychedelic state, how this occurs, one apprehends that
the self is a construction that limits meanings and percep-
tion and in doing so, constrains our relations to objects.

Before moving to a deeper exploration of the psycho-
logical dynamics of psychedelic treatment, it is worth
mentioning a few other intriguing studies which investi-
gate the subjective effects of ego dissolution, particularly
the discovery of new meaning, and advance our under-
standing of the neurobiologic substrates of these
phenomena (see Hartogsohn, 2018 for a more compre-
hensive review).
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Music has played an important role in psychedelic-
assisted psychotherapy and research, both in its initial
phase (Bonny & Pahnke, 1972) and in its recent renais-
sance (Barrett, Preller, & Kaelen, 2018). LSD has been
found to enhance music-evoked emotion, including
transcendence, a marker of ego boundary dissolution
(Kaelen et al,, 2015). Accordingly, the subject’s reaction
to music during a session can be used to gauge the
quality and depth of the psychedelic experience
(Kaelen et al,, 2018), including the sense of meaningful-
ness. In a placebo controlled study (Preller et al., 2017)
of the effects of LSD, and the co-administration of LSD
plus the 5-HT2A receptor blocker, ketanserin, LSD was
found to enhance the meaningfulness of music, includ-
ing (previously rated) “non-meaningful” music. Pretreat-
ment with ketanserin before LSD blocked the
attribution of meaningfulness to previously meaningless
stimuli and modulated the processing of meaningful
stimuli in cortical midline structures. Ketanserin also atte-
nuated the fMRI and subjective effects of ayahuasca
(Valle et al., 2016) and psilocybin (Kometer et al., 2015).
Kraehenmann, Pokorny, Aicher, et al. (2017) found that
LSD-induced cognitive bizarreness, or the intrusion of
dream-like effects into waking consciousness, was
related to its effects on self-boundaries and cognitive
control, not due to LSD’s effects on visual processing
systems. Furthermore, these dream-like effects of LSD
were completely blocked by ketanserin, leading the
authors to conclude that the dream-like effects and cog-
nitive bizarreness of LSD are mediated by its stimulation
of 5-HT2A receptors. Together, the Preller and Kraehen-
mann studies offer convincing biological evidence that
the loss of ego boundaries, the resultant dream-like qual-
ities of the psychedelic state, and the enhanced attribu-
tion of meaning under LSD are mediated by its effects on
the 5-HT2A receptor (see Muthukumaraswamy et al.,
2013; Nichols, 2017, for other converging evidence that
ego dissolution in psychedelic drug states correlates
with activation of 5-HT2A receptors on cortical layer 5
pyramidal neurons).

A closer look at the phenomenology of ego
dissolution

" ou

Up till now, | have used the words “meaning,” “signifi-
cance,” and “salience” more or less interchangeably. |
have avoided using the word “relevance” to emphasize
that the subjective sense of expanded meaning is not
felt in relation to the self, but is experienced in its
absence, and is enabled by its dissolution. This is a critical
distinction. | believe this is precisely what confers upon
the psychedelic state its inestimable value in the psy-
chotherapeutic process. The heightened intensity and

increased significance with which objects are now per-
ceived occurs because the predictive coding which pre-
viously defined the self-representation has been altered
or perhaps even disabled. As Huxley (1954), Watts
(1964), and others have observed, the disintegration
of the self opens the doors of perception.” When we
stop seeing what we expect to see, we see objects
freshly, as they appear without “priors.” On an experien-
tial level, the psychedelic subject feels as if the meaning
he discovers in the object represents a fuller, truer
version of the object itself, seen as if for the first time,
stripped of prior meanings or self-relevance (indeed,
the capacity to bind self-representations now gone,
there is no sense of self to relate meaning to). This is
illustrated in the way Watts describes the experience
of looking at a flower.

The bud has opened and the fresh leaves fan out and
curve back with a gesture which is unmistakably commu-
nicative but does not say anything except, “Thus!” And
somehow that is quite satisfactory, even startlingly
clear. The meaning is transparent in the same way that
the color and the texture are transparent, with light
which does not seem to fall upon surfaces from above
but to be right inside the structure and color. (Watts,
1962, p. 19)

Previously overlooked attributes of the object now stand
out in bold relief. Watts (1962, p. 19), again:

Normally we do not so much look at things as overlook
them. The eye sees types and classes - flower, leaf,
rock, bird, fire — mental pictures of things rather than
things, rough outlines filled with flat color, always a
little dusty and dim.

One has the sense that one is seeing objects as they actu-
ally are, absent the distorting lens of expectation, (in less
experience-near terms, absent predictive coding), in their
“is-ness” (Huxley, 1954, p. 5). Cohen observed,

the usual manner of processing incoming data alters;
what previously was routinely registered and processed,
now, for some reason, becomes a matter of prime atten-
tion. The focused ability to attend completely without
the inhibitory effects of critical self-observation could
lay the groundwork of a visionary experience. (1964,
p. 122)

At such a point in the psychedelic state, relations
between self and object are no longer constrained by
parameters of time and space. Very often, there is a
sense of connection to, or even fusion or identity with
the object, or with one’s surroundings. Watts (1962) adds,

The feeling of self is no longer confined to the inside of
the skin. Instead, my individual being seems to grow out
from the rest of the universe like a hair from a head or a
limb from a body, so that my center is also the center of
the whole. (p. 28)



Klee (1963) listed reactions of several subjects:

Subjects report: “My body is no longer my own.” “I feel
like I'm a bystander watching myself.” “I feel as if | have
no body.” One psychiatrically unsophisticated subject
reported: “| feel as though my body is melting away; |
have no boundaries — scoop me up off the floor and
tie me up in a sack to give me some limits” - and later,
“I feel like I'm blended with the universe.”

Michael Pollan (2018, p. 263) describes his own ego dis-
solution on psilocybin:

| watched as that familiar self began to fall apart before
my eyes, gradually first and then all at once. “I” now
turned into a sheaf of little papers no bigger than Post-
it's and they were scattered to the wind. (see below for
a more detailed analysis of this image)

And later: “And then | saw myself out there again, but this
time spread over the landscape like paint, or butter,
thinly coating a wide expanse of the world with the sub-
stance | recognized as me.” These descriptions of the dis-
solution of the ego, which are similar to many others in
the psychedelic literature, document an extraordinary
phenomenon, and can be viewed simultaneously as
both an indication that a loss of ego boundaries has
taken place, and as a wonderful illustration of how, in
the state of ego dissolution, the primary process of the
unconscious and of dreams can construct visual meta-
phors that condense and transfigure experience imagi-
natively and symbolically.

The primary process

The primary process, as described by Freud (1915,
pp. 186-187) refers to our original way, developmentally
speaking, of perceiving the world. It is pre-linguistic, con-
sisting largely of images or visual representations. It is
marked by timelessness, an absence of logic, and of
negation; images or notions which to the adult, rational
mind (secondary process) would be contradictory, can
comfortably coexist, and the processes of condensation
and displacement, which allow parts to stand for
wholes and wholes to stand for parts — in other words,
symbolization, proliferates. There are metrics by which
its presence can be demonstrated, and its presence rela-
tive to the secondary process assessed (Brakel, Klein-
sorge, Snodgrass, & Shevrin, 2000; Sloman, 1996). It
persists into adult life, where it is generally held in
check by the secondary process, but regularly emerges
in dreams (Shevrin & Fisher, 1967), in florid psychosis,
and as has been long-recognized, in psychedelic drug
states (Carhart-Harris & Friston, 2010; Kraehenmann,
Pokorny, Vollenweider, et al., 2017; Swanson, 2018).
That the primary process is ontogenetically our first
form of cognition may shed more light on the nature
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of the psychedelic state and its potential value in the psy-
chotherapeutic process. There is empirical evidence that
the primary process occupies a greater percentage of the
thinking of young children (Brakel, Shevrin, & Villa, 2002)
than adults. Gopnik has described points of convergence
between the way a young child apprehends the world,
and the way an adult on psychedelic drugs perceives
things. Her analogy rests on the idea that the young
child does not yet have the capacity to represent itself
as a distinct self or center of consciousness that is separ-
ate from its universe of objects, a state to which the adult
consciousness regresses on psychedelic drugs. Her
“blicket” experiments (Gopnik & Sobel, 2000) demon-
strate that very young children are more adept than
adults at creating original hypotheses and solutions to
problems because they are less guided by expectation
biases. Young children generate new hypotheses
quickly because their attention is not focused like a spot-
light as an adult’s (see also Plebanek & Sloutsky, 2017); it
is more generalized, like a lantern, which makes the
infant or small child receptive to information coming in
from everywhere at once, much like the adult brain on
psychedelic drugs. Compare this to the description by
Watts of the ordinary adult brain: “For we have very
largely based culture and civilization on concentrated
attention, on using the mind as a spotlight rather than
a floodlight, and by this means analyzing the world
into separate bits;” and the adult brain in a psychedelic
state: “the psychedelics expand attention. They make
the spotlight of consciousness a floodlight which not
only exposes ignored relationships and unities but also
brings to light unsuspected details - details normally
ignored because of their lack of significance” (Watts,
published in Solomon, 1964). Thus, | suggest that psyche-
delics induce a cognitive kind of regression that is poten-
tially very useful for treatment, by changing the focus of
attention in the adult brain from that of a spotlight to
that of a floodlight, making it like Gopnik's model of
the lantern consciousness of early childhood. An adult’s
attention is normally guided by “top down” predictive
coding based upon prior self-experience, which is opti-
mized to sort quickly through infinite possibilities. On
psychedelic drugs, the predictive coding apparatus
based on bound self-representations is disabled, and
the adult brain is more like a child’s, which is better
suited to find creative solutions when tried and true
ones don’'t work. The lantern or floodlight consciousness
of the young child and of the adult on psychedelic drugs
is relatively more governed by the primary process (inter-
estingly, fMRI studies have shown that DMN connectivity
is scant in childhood, and develops with age, suggesting
a diminished role for the self-structure in cognition
during childhood; Fair et al.,, 2008). Children, and adults
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in a psychedelic state, are therefore more likely to “think
outside the box,” and discover surprising, unconven-
tional approaches to problems. It isn’t hard to see the
utility of this in the psychotherapeutic situation when
one is attempting to break maladaptive behavioral
patterns.

Ego boundaries and defense mechanisms

The ego boundary is often reified as if it were a fixed
demarcation between self and not-self, a kind of psycho-
logical membrane that enables the ego to discern what is
its own and what is external to it. | believe that the study
of psychedelic-induced ego dissolution allows one to
conceive of the ego boundary as a product of various
defense mechanisms designed to protect the ego from
various threats to self-esteem.

As the ego boundaries dissolve during the psychede-
lic process, so do the mechanisms of defense (Cohen,
1964). Watts clearly frames the perceptual changes of
the psychedelic state in terms of the relinquishing of
ego defense mechanisms:

The general effect of the drugs seems to be that they
diminish defensive attitudes without blurring percep-
tion, as in the case of alcohol. We become aware of
things against which we normally protect ourselves,
and this accounts, | feel, for the high susceptibility to
anxiety in the early phases of the experience. But when
defenses are down we begin to see, not hallucinations,
but customarily ignored aspects of reality. (1962, p. 35)

Perhaps the clearest manifestation of the collapse of the
ego’s defense mechanisms is the state of extreme sug-
gestibility (Carhart-Harris et al, 2015) which arises in
their stead. It is likely that the deactivation of the ego’s
defense mechanisms and the dissolution of ego bound-
aries are simply two ways of referring to the same
process, which neurochemically coincides with the acti-
vation of 5-HT2A receptors, and the dis-integration of
certain midline cortical networks. In any case, it is the
tenacity of the ego’s defense mechanisms which pose
the greatest obstacle to changing behavior in life and
in psychotherapy. Outside of threats to its physical exist-
ence, the greatest threat to the ego is the loss of its loved
objects. The over-arching purpose of the ego’s defense
mechanisms, at least with respect to interpersonal relation-
ships and their introjects, is to regulate anxiety related to
the threat of losing the loved and loving object® by (in
ego psychological terms) carefully regulating the cathe-
xis of libidinal energy. | suggest that this is really just
another way of saying that defense mechanisms regulate
the significance that objects and their actions have for us.
Thinking of defense mechanisms this way, it becomes
easier to explain why the one of the earliest and most

reliable markers of the loss of ego boundaries, in both
psychedelic drug states and in psychosis, is a sense of
expanded significance. In this context, the ego boundary
may be viewed as a construct for maintaining homeosta-
sis, or a set of regulatory functions that enables the indi-
vidual to navigate the capricious world of object
relationships with a minimum of anxiety in relation to
its primary vulnerability, the loss of love.

That the ego’s capacity for accurately representing
reality, epitomized at least for heuristic purposes by its
capacity to distinguish the boundary between self and
other, is a reflection of the state and effectiveness of its
defensive operations may be seen in any number of
commonplace events, including the following vignette.
A young woman in her early thirties hosted a dinner
party for friends. At the party, one of the guests, after a
drink or two, made a remark to another guest that the
second guest took as a racially insensitive comment.
After the party, she posted her version of the exchange
on social media. The host felt badly for both of her
friends, particularly the one who felt offended. In part,
she felt responsible for what happened at her party,
because she was so wrapped up in “performing,” or
being entertaining to her guests, that she wasn't
“there” for them, didn't really participate in the dinner
conversation. She explained that she was too concerned
with trying to be entertaining, wanting to be liked.

In this situation, the young woman'’s receptivity to
environmental cues was compromised by the intensity
of her need to create a positive impression in her
friends. In more abstract terms, the effort expended by
the ego in trying to assure itself of its objects’ love may
at times prevent one from seeing more fully into one’s
surroundings, or subtly compromise aspects of reality
testing. With time (a few days after the party), and thus
greater distance from the fear of loss of love, the
young woman recognized how she herself, earlier on
at the party, had made a potentially racially insensitive
remark, which inadvertently, and with an assist from
alcohol, may have set the tone for her friend’s later
remark. She resolved to learn more about implicit bias
and subtle forms of racism, which may unwittingly
have influenced her. Here, one can see how the ego,
when no longer actively defending against the threat
of losing love, allows a change in perspective, in this
case greater objectivity in looking inwardly at one’s
biases.

| have chosen this vignette because there is nothing
outstanding or unusual about it. It is the kind of narrative
one might easily dismiss as having little to do with our
topic, the loss of ego boundaries and the discovery of
new meaning. Though it does not involve psychedelics,
and though it does not, at first glance, even involve



ego boundaries or their loss, the fact that such a com-
monplace story lends itself to a narrative about seeing
new meaning when the ego is less preoccupied with
the loss of its loved objects (i.e. when the ego boundary
is less defended, or “de-cathected;” see Federn, 1952)
hints at the potential generalized benefit of using psy-
chedelics to assist in the psychotherapeutic process. In
transcending the ego boundary, psychedelic-assisted
psychotherapy is particularly well-suited for discovering
meaning normally obscured by defenses against the
threat of loss of love.

Primary process in non-psychedelic states

| believe the promise of psychedelic-assisted therapy at
least partially has to do with the unique availability of
the primary process during psychedelic drug states,
which confers to the psychotherapeutic process a vitality
which is too often otherwise lacking. This vitality makes
the difference between a dialog that is informative and
one that is transformative. However, | also believe that
even in normal treatment, dreams can lend creative vital-
ity to a psychotherapy session, especially if the dreamer
reports the dream as vivid or powerful. A man (“Tom”)
who stopped psychotherapy for a while returned,
saying that while he was away, he started to behave dog-
matically, insistently asserting his opinions as if they were
facts. His thinking had become surprisingly “black and
white.” He mentioned a memorable dream he had the
night before he returned to therapy. In the dream, an
elderly white woman is murdered by a black man, who
acts decisively while two white men who were debating
how to murder the woman are still talking. In his associ-
ations, Tom mentions a heated discussion in his book
group the previous week about race, in which he dis-
cussed being a victim of anti-Semitism. In the ensuing
therapeutic dialog, Tom’s “black and white” thinking
was linked to the murder in the dream. While Tom recog-
nized before returning to therapy that his dogmatic
behavior was inappropriate, the dream’s graphic
imagery brings eidetic clarity to this recognition, by inge-
niously creating a proxy for Tom, a victim of racism
turned callous murderer, thus highlighting how dama-
ging his black and white dogmatism had become to
those around him, particularly his wife. Tom has a rare
faculty for remembering dreams that enables him to
use primary process material to creatively re-imagine
the content of conflict and anxiety in much the same
way it is used in psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy. In
both cases, active interpretation of symbolic primary
process imagery realizes its transformative potential,
which might otherwise be lost. My point is that psyche-
delic-assisted psychotherapy, by bringing about ego
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dissolution and the emergence of the primary process,
allows ordinary people who rarely have dreams like
Tom's to experience dream-like imagery that readily
lends itself to transformative interpretation (see
Masters and Houston comment below).

Dreamlike images and the primary process in
psychedelic states

The work of psychedelic therapy enlarges upon the
dream-like images and thoughts which emerge during
psychedelic states, which easily lend themselves to sym-
bolic representation and metaphor. Masters and
Houston state,
The chief purposive function of the eidetic images
appears to be the enhancement of imaginary events
by drawing into the image-ideation complex the
additional factors of affect, sensation, and kinesthetic

involvement required to charge the experience with its
full richness and transformative potency. (1966, p. 214)

While their volume has several case studies illustrating
the usefulness of these images in psychedelic-assisted
psychotherapy, it would be fifty years before this pio-
neering work would resume. Several recent studies
(Belser et al., 2017; Malone et al., 2018; Noorani, Garcia-
Romeu, Swift, Griffiths, & Johnson, 2018; Watts et al.,
2017) examine the self-reports of subjects who have
been treated with psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy.
Pollan describes his own experience of ego dissol-
ution with psilocybin:
| watched as that familiar self began to fall apart before
my eyes, gradually first and then all at once. “I" now
turned into a sheaf of little papers no bigger than Post-
it's and they were scattered to the wind. But the “I”
taking in this seeming catastrophe had no desire to

chase after the slips and pile my old self back together.
(Pollan, 2018, p. 263)

With the assistance of psilocybin, Pollan, who became
fascinated by the idea that he might be missing some-
thing spiritually (pp. 7, 12), that his habitual way of think-
ing might foreclose aspects of consciousness and
experience that might be accessible through psychede-
lic-induced ego dissolution, creates a symbolic image
in which his habitual self, the writer and “philosophical
materialist, who believes that matter is the fundamental
substance in the world and the physical laws it obeys
should be able to explain everything that happens”
(p. 12), is reduced to a scattered sheaf of Post-it sized
papers, an apt image to symbolize the spiritual aridity
of a life of journalistic research without deep emotional
connection. In the next phase of his trip, Pollan has a
vision of a human skull with deep sockets, a single pro-
truding vein, and skin tightly stretched over it, which
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he recognizes as simultaneously himself and his grand-
father, a “genuinely happy” (p. 266) and uncomplicated
man temperamentally his opposite. This is followed by

a cracked and parched desert landscape dense with arti-
facts and images of death. Bleached skulls and bones
and the faces of the familiar dead passed before me,
aunts and uncles and grandparents, friends and teachers
and my father-in-law — with a voice telling me | had failed
to properly mourn all of them. (p. 267)

The striking dissonance Pollan must have felt when he
saw the withered vestiges of his gregarious, extroverted
grandfather becomes a focal point for contrasting the
spiritually barren way Pollan has been living with the
way he aspires to live. In the image of himself fused
with the hollow death mask of his dying grandfather,
Pollan’s primary process creates a powerful eidetic
image, which immediately and powerfully conveys how
Pollan’s habitual self (characterological defense mechan-
isms), like an advancing disease, has drained the vibrancy
from his life, confirming the old maxim that a picture is
worth a thousand words. The parched landscape
extends the theme of spiritual desolation under the
dominion of Pollan’s habitual self, accentuated by the
voice telling him he hasn't mourned his loved ones.
Pollan acknowledges that what the voice said was true,
that he “never really reckoned the death of anyone in
my life; something® had always gotten in the way”
(p. 267). In a state of ego dissolution, he proceeds to
look at each of his departed’s faces with pity. But when
he comes to his aunt Ruthellen, he feels “horrified, as
her face slowly transformed into [his wife] Judith's”
(p. 267). Ruthellen and Judith were both artists and
both were diagnosed with breast cancer around the
same time. Integrative work following the session
enables Pollan to recognize that while his primary
process fused the two images on the basis of these
superficial features, that Judith’s presence among the
unmourned dead signifies that he has been uncon-
sciously denying his fear of losing her (fear of loss of
the loved object) all along.

Pollan mentions two more images from his psychede-
lic experiences which are rich with symbolism that illus-
trate very well how psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy
can utilize the imagery generated by the primary
process, particularly imagery related to the self. Cur-
iously, both images contain a steel structure that seems
to symbolize his view of the self as a confining structure
or prison, a metaphor he and the people he interviews
use repeatedly throughout his book. Pollan recalls one
of these images during his visit to the laboratory of
Judson Brewer, a psychiatrist and neuroscientist who
has been researching the neurophysiological correlates

of the altered states of consciousness produced by med-
itation. Brewer’s research has focused on the role of the
PCC, a key node in the DMN, which, as discussed earlier,
is thought to play a key role in the construction of the
“narrative” self. With Brewer monitoring the pattern of
electrical activity generated by his PCC, Pollan recollects
an image of a:

pastoral landscape, a gently rolling quilt of field and
forest and pond, directly above which hovered some
kind of gigantic rectangular frame made of steel ....It
was clear to me even in the moment that this structure
represented my ego, and the landscape above which it
loomed was, | presumed, the rest of me ... .During the
trip the structure continued to loom, casting an intricate
shadow over the scene but now in my recollection |
could picture it drifting off, leaving me ... to be. (2018,
p. 394)

As Pollan imagines the steel structure floating off, the
electrical activity from his PCC suddenly drops out. Recal-
ling the hypothesis that the PCC is a critical component
in constructing the narrative self, this is a rather remark-
able observation,” which suggests that Pollan correctly
identified the steel structure in this narrative as a rep-
resentation of his ego. Furthermore, the correlation
between the diminution in PCC activity and the
floating off of this image (together with the alterations
in Pollan’s sense of self) provides additional evidence
for the PCC being a critical node in the construction of
the narrative self.

The second image is so symbolically resonant that
Pollan uses it as the epilogue for his book. This image,
which came to him while using ayahuasca, begins with
a sensation that the eye mask he was wearing was tight.

| became aware of the black straps circling my skull, and
these morphed into bars. My head was caged in steel.
The bars then began to multiply, moving down from
my head to encircle my torso and then my legs. | was
now trapped head to toe in a black steel cage. |
pressed against the bars, but they were unyielding.
There was no way out. Panic was building when |
noticed the tip of a green vine at the base of the cage.
It was growing steadily upward and then turning, sinu-
ously, to slip out between two of the bars, freeing itself
and at the same time reaching toward the light. “A
plant can’t be caged,” | heard myself thinking. “Only an
animal can be caged.” (p. 412)

Pollan closes his book by speculating what this image
could mean. He says that plants have always figured pro-
minently in his imagination. He recalls an earlier psyche-
delic experience in which he felt the leaves and plants in
his garden return his gaze, as if animated by a spirit
within. He goes on from there to expand upon what psy-
chedelic consciousness has taught him. “Spirits, it seems,
are everywhere. New rays of relation appear between us



and all the world’s Others” (p. 413). In addition to this
important insight about connectivity, what he leaves
unstated about the image, but largely implied by its pos-
ition in the epilogue to his book, is that Pollan’s sojourn
into the world of psychedelic drugs did more than
reinforce his belief that plants have a kind of subjectivity
or spirit of their own. It enabled him, at least temporarily,
to leave the confining perspective of his habitual self and
reanimate his own life, symbolized here for multiple
reasons as a vine growing upwards through the steel
bars of a cage that sprang from a feeling of tightness
(i.e. a limiting perspective) around his skull. Just as the
vine is rooted in the cage, but can slip between its
bars, “freeing itself,” and reach towards the light, so
Pollan, while he cannot help but “slip® back into the fam-
iliar grooves of mental habit” (p. 408), retains in memory,
and can occasionally exercise through the practice of
meditation, an ability to drift along with his “stream of
consciousness ... looking neither forward nor back,
immersed in the currents of being rather than doing”
(p. 409). For Pollan, enlightenment (“reaching toward
the light”) is learning how simply “to be,” a mode that
in his iconography, is embodied by plants more readily
than by animals.

Mystical, or unitive states

| have emphasized the considerable extent to which our
construction of our relationship to others, or more
broadly, to reality, is determined by the strategies we
use to protect ourselves in general, and often specifically
from the threat of the loss of love (sometimes experi-
enced as loss of self-esteem, or self-love). As potential
threats mount, the need for defensive operations
increases, and so does the potential for distortions of
reality. In general, the purpose of these defensive oper-
ations is to reduce anxiety or other threatening affect,
which dampens the intensity of our affective connection
with our objects. Ordinarily, | believe, we don’t recognize
that the objects we perceive with muted emotional
valence or significance have been altered by our defen-
sive operations. Looking at the developmental prototype
for object relations, the process by which an infant dis-
tinguishes self from not-self within the dyadic infant-
caregiver matrix overlaps with the process of achieving
emotional autonomy from his or her primary caregiver,
often referred to as separation-individuation (Mabhler,
Pine, & Bergman, 1975). | suggest, therefore, that the
acquisition of self-definition is therefore contextually
bound to the experience of detachment. This idea is com-
patible with self-psychology theory which holds that
“self-structure” is acquired through the “transmuting
internalization” of repeated mild empathic failures, or
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“optimal frustrations” (Kohut, 1984). This becomes the
template for object relatedness in general. The uncon-
scious cost of moving towards autonomy and achieving
separation from loved objects is relative emotional
detachment. Or, as Watts sharply frames it, “it creates a
style of personality in which an acute sense of responsi-
bility is coupled with an acute sense of alienation” (1962,
p. 35).

Freud characterized the process by which the infant
moves from not being able to distinguish itself from
the external world, i.e. from its mother, to a position of
detachment:

In this way, then, the ego detaches itself from the external
world. Or, to put it more correctly, originally the ego
includes everything, later it separates off an external
world from itself. Our present ego-feeling is, therefore,
only a shrunken residue of a much more inclusive-
indeed, an all-embracing- feeling which corresponded
to a more intimate bond between the ego and the
world about it. If we may assume that there are many
people in whose mental life this primary ego-feeling has
persisted to a greater or less degree, it would exist in
them side-by-side with the narrower and more sharply
demarcated ego-feeling of maturity, like a kind of counter-
part toit. In that case, the ideational contents appropriate
to it would be precisely those of limitlessness and of a
bond with the universe - the same ideas with which my
friend elucidated the “oceanic” feeling. (1929/1930, p. 68)

One of the most frequently reported experiences in the
psychedelic state is this “oceanic” feeling, often
expressed as a sense of becoming one with the music
one is listening to, or with an object in the natural
world, or with nature itself. Watts (1962, p. 35) writes:

The mystical experience, whether induced by chemicals
or other means, enables the individual to be so peculiarly
open and sensitive to organic reality that the ego begins
to be seen for the transparent abstraction that it is. In its
place there arises (especially in the latter phases of the
drug experience) a strong sensation of oneness with
others.

These mergers, which take place under the sway of the
primary process, and are enabled by the dissolution of
the ego, reverse the defensive process of disconnection,
and often lead to professions of “love is all,” or “God is
love,” that afterwards seem so banal, yet still ring true
in a noetic sense. | suggest that the noetic quality of
these sometimes banal-sounding pronouncements may
owe itself to an unconscious recognition that thoughts
and emotions stripped of one’s habitual defenses, or
character armor, feel more genuine, and to the restitu-
tion of an ontogenetically prior way of knowing that pre-
dates artifice and self-interest.

Recent reports indicate that people who have had
such an experience on psychedelic drugs often retain a
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more loving attitude, and are able to make a fundamen-
tal shift away from a habitual defensive posture in sub-
sequent interpersonal relations. For example,
describing a moment during his psilocybin session,
Roy, a subject in the NYU psilocybin trial for existential
distress related to terminal illness (Grob, Bossis, &
Griffiths, 2013) wrote: “From here on love was the only
consideration. Everything that happened, anything and
everything that was seen or heard centered on love. It
was and is the only purpose. Love seemed to emanate
from a single point of light.” Following his session, he
wrote: “Undoubtedly, my life has changed in ways |
may never fully comprehend. But | now have an under-
standing ... an awareness that goes beyond intellect ...
that my life, that every life, and all that is the universe,
equals one thing...love.” The persistence of this
loving, “all-embracing” attitude, often characterized as
a quality of openness, has been found to persist for at
least 14 months after psilocybin-assisted psychotherapy
(MacLean, Johnson, & Griffiths, 2011), and remains one
of the most remarkable and oft-cited findings in the
era of renewed research with psychedelic drugs (see,
for example, Carhart-Harris & Friston, 2019; McCrae &
Sutin, 2018; Swanson, 2018).

As Freud implies in the last cited paragraph above,
this “all-embracing” quality, which he refers to as the
“primary ego-feeling,” is the developmental forerunner
of the mature ego-feeling, which gradually replaces it
through the exercise of reality testing. In the psychedelic
state, reality testing, which transforms the primary ego
feeling into the mature ego boundary, is disabled, allow-
ing the re-emergence of the all-embracing primary ego-
feeling. | suggest, therefore, that it makes intuitive sense
that the relinquishing of defense mechanisms designed to
protect the ego from the threat of loss of love would, in a
state of unbinding, engender unbound feelings of love. In
the same text cited above, Freud applied his views
about ego boundaries to the state of being in love:

But towards the outside, at any rate, the ego seems to
maintain clear and sharp lines of demarcation. There is
only one state - admittedly an unusual state, but not
one that can be stigmatized as pathological - in which
it does not do this. At the height of being in love the
boundary between ego and object threatens to melt
away. Against all the evidence of his senses, a man
who is in love declares that “I” and “you” are one, and
is prepared to behave as if it were a fact. (1929/1930,
p. 66)

For Freud, being in love requires a suspension of the
ego’s maintenance of its boundaries. By analogy, in the
psychedelic state, the dissolution of the ego boundary
allows one to feel connected to (be in love with) the
world. The psychedelic subject “is prepared to behave

as if” his view that “love conquers all,” or that “we are
all connected,” were a fact. The authoritative force of
this view following a psychedelic experience, notwith-
standing the resumption of the ego’'s defenses
(“against all the evidence of his senses”), implies a para-
doxical coexistence of two views of reality, or as Freud
put it, that the primary ego-feeling of childhood with
its oceanic mode of relating to the world exists alongside
the narrower, mature ego-feeling. The former is better
suited for finding meaning in life, while the latter is
better suited for survival. Thus, it appears that psychede-
lic-assisted psychotherapy is well-suited for cleansing the
doors of perception, and bringing both modes of seeing
into awareness. In particular, it offers one the extraordi-
nary opportunity to experience the world without “that
interfering neurotic who, in waking hours, tries to run
the show” (Huxley, 1954). Beyond allowing one to recog-
nize intellectually that one’s anxieties, fears, obsessions,
compulsions, addictions, pessimism, etc. are unhealthy
and constricting, psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy
allows one to experience one's way of seeing and
feeling before these pathological self-structures took
shape, to feel things again without character armor.

Connectivity

The most recent year of clinical research, in particular,
has witnessed an emphasis on connectedness as an
outcome of psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy
(Carhart-Harris et al,, 2018; Noorani et al., 2018). At Psy-
chedelic Science, 2017, one presenter (Agin-Liebes,
2017; Cosimano, 2017; Watts, 2017) from each of the
three principal centers of research into psilocybin-
assisted psychotherapy (New York University; Johns
Hopkins University; Imperial College, London) empha-
sized increased connectedness as the key outcome for
patients in their studies. The subjective feeling of con-
nectedness in psychedelic states is illustrated well in
the following quotations:

Chrissy came to the realization that life and death are
part of one circle, stating “we're all kind of a greater
whole” and “we're all going to be connected again in
the universe.” She accessed “a great plane of conscious-
ness” in which “I felt like | could reach out to anybody
and connect with them.” Another participant described
his own feeling of connection to all of humanity: “An
overarching theme of this psychedelic spiritual realm is
just like the interconnectedness of things.” Another par-
ticipant achieved “a greater understanding of global con-
nectedness ... It just opens you up and it connects you.”
She described the realization that “everything is con-
nected - you know, it's not people - it's animals, it's
trees — everything is interwoven, and that’s a big relief.
It's a big comfort.” Others described a feeling of connec-
tion to nature and to the greater world....



One participant received an explicit message of belonging:
“I' kept hearing we are here all together, we are here all
together,” which brought her “great comfort.” An “under-
standing of global connectedness” led Erin to “a feeling
that | wasn't alone.” This was significant, as Erin had pre-
viously felt a great deal of isolation: “All my life before
that, | felt like | was alone.” After the treatment, this sense
of belonging even extended to times when she was phys-
ically alone: “I have kept that feeling ever since.” She added,
“It's the first time | ever really felt like | was part of the world
instead of separate from it". (Belser et al., 2017)

As discussed earlier, psychedelic states are associated
with dramatic changes in connectivity within and
between brain networks (Tagliazucchi et al, 2016).
Carhart-Harris et al. (2018) have proposed that
“increased global functional connectivity in the ‘psyche-
delic brain’ and its relationship to ego-dissolution may
be considered a candidate neural correlate of the
unitive experience - i.e. connectedness in its acute
form” (emphasis in original). This might apply to other
notable subjective experiences as well, including a per-
sistent increase in the personality trait of openness
(MacLean et al.,, 2011), and reports of mystical experi-
ences which are among the most meaningful experi-
ences that their subjects have ever had (Griffiths,
Richards, McCann, & Jesse, 2006; Griffiths, Richards,
Johnson, McCann, & Jesse, 2008; Schmid & Liechti,
2018). | suggest that the various subjective qualities of
the psychedelic state — beginning with heightened sig-
nificance, and progressing to a sense of meaningfulness,
openness, mystical or unitive experiences, and bound-
less love — are all contingent upon ego dissolution
and the changes in connectivity within certain midline
cortical networks (DMN and SN) with which it has
been correlated, and thus are essentially different
degrees or ways of expressing the same thing:
enhanced connectedness.

| further suggest that this parallelism between brain
connectivity and the subjective experience of connect-
edness might afford a model for understanding the far-
reaching presence of the primary process in psychedelic
states. Its two main mechanisms, condensation and dis-
placement, connect thoughts and images on the basis
of primitive or intuitive convergences, such as sensory
qualities, double entendre, and clang associations,
which normally are unconnected under the hegemony
of the secondary process. Word presentations and
thing presentations, normally separated, are merged
(Freud, 1915/1917, p. 228). The elimination of causality
enables connections between ideas that reason ordina-
rily separates, and timelessness connects events nor-
mally separated by chronology. Paradoxicality connects
opposites. Symbolization enables connections via
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metaphor. The loss of defense mechanisms enables con-
nections between thoughts and feelings, allows access
to forgotten, muted, or otherwise transformed love,
repressed memories and fantasies.

Mentalization, the other’s perspective, and
acceptance

Masters and Houston cite Virgil's role as Dante’s guide
through the medieval universe of The Divine Comedy as
the quintessential role model for the psychedelic
guide/therapist. “In the first canto of The Divine Comedy
we find Dante lost in the dark woods, haunted by
strange sounds and shapes. But then, when his confusion
is at its greatest, he is met by the figure of the master
poet Virgil, who says to him: ‘I shall be your guide to
lead you hence through that eternal place’...’
(Masters & Houston, 1966, p. 130). In resonance with
this, Belser et al. (2017) note that the transformative
dreamlike visions of many psychedelic subjects are
“often mediated by the presence of a guiding spirit
who helped them navigate novel landscapes and inner
realms.” Other reports highlight the importance of a
guide during the psychedelic experience:

This teacher student relationship came about, so
although | knew it was going on in my head, it was as
if there was somebody there giving me prompts, think
about this or that, it could weave its way and drop you
straight into an image. (Watts et al., 2017)

My first experience today seemed to originate out of
Brian covering me with the blanket. This gradually trans-
formed into the vision and sense that Bill and Brian (the
guides) and | were covered by a blanket-like net that
linked us together emotionally and mentally. (Richards
& Cosimano, 2013)

In these accounts, the image of the other that assists the
subject in navigating the (at times frightening) landscape
of ego-less experience is the therapist/guide.

It really hit me very strong. And um, it was terrifying. It was
just terrifying. It was, um, | was completely disoriented ... |
was really, maybe, in the hold of a ship at sea. Rocking.
Absolutely nothing, nothing to anchor myself to,
nothing, no point of reference, nothing, just lost in space,
just crazy, and | was so scared. And then | remembered
that Tony and Michelle were right there and suddenly rea-
lized why it was so important that | get to know them and
they to get to know me. And reached out my hand and just
said “I'm so scared.” And | think it was Tony who took my
hand ... and said “It's all right. Just go with it. Go with it.”
And um, and | did. (Belser et al., 2017)

As Belser et al. explain:

Here, Edna described feeling unmoored with “no point of
reference” and concomitant feelings of panic and fear.
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She described how it was important to have established
rapport with her two therapists in the sessions preceding
the psilocybin administration session. The mutual trust
they had developed in the therapeutic relationship
helped Edna weather the stormy seas of her experience.

In keeping with these subjective accounts, the therapist’s
role in the “flight instructions” at the psychedelic-assisted
psychotherapy research centers is characterized as one
that will help the subject make sense of potentially dis-
tressing stages of the psychedelic state. This closely
approximates the developmental framework for the
process of “mentalizing.” As defined by Bateman and
Fonagy (2010), “mentalizing is the process by which we
make sense of each other and ourselves, implicitly and
explicitly, in terms of subjective states and mental pro-
cesses.” The capacity for mentalization arises develop-
mentally from the infant/caregiver dyad, and s
predicated on the caregiver’s capacity to more or less
accurately imagine the infant’s internal state, especially
in states of affective distress, and to reflect this under-
standing of the infant's affective state back to the
infant in a “marked” and “contingent” manner that
allows the infant to recognize what is being reflected
back as its own, and not the caregiver’s affective state,
which then allows the infant to make sense of, or “men-
talize” its own state (Fonagy, Gergely, & Target, 2007).
Importantly, the process of mentalization is a form of
attachment behavior (and is a theoretical construct
derived from attachment theory), and becomes the
basis for enabling the infant to regulate its own
affective states.

Mentalization, therefore, allows one to imagine the
mental state (feelings, wishes, motives, needs, beliefs)
of another, and “counterintuitively” (Fonagy & Allison,
2012) through this imaginative process, to know one’s
own mental state. LSD subjects (Chwelos, Blewett,
Smith, & Hoffer, 1959) report similar experiences: “If we
had the gift to see us as others see us, well, | did this
morning;” “I was conscious of an extremely acute sense
of awareness of perception of another's mood, almost
thoughts. | likened it to the recognition of emotional
atmosphere that the child or animal seem to have.”
The process of mentalization, or reflexively knowing
one’s self through the eyes of another, allows for regu-
lation or soothing of a distressed affective state. Stated
slightly differently, by seeing ourselves as we imagine
others see and accept us, we are somehow better able
to accept what we would otherwise feel distressed by. |
suggest, therefore, that psychedelic-assisted psychother-
apy, then, by dissolving one’s ego boundaries in a setting
with a caregiver dedicated to making sense of one’s
mental state, recapitulates the developmental context
of mentalization. The primary process-derived

representations of significant others produced in psyche-
delic states reveal new perspectives about the mental
state of others, and unlock new ways of seeing ourselves
as these others see us. | believe this is a significant com-
ponent of the efficacy of psychedelic-assisted treatment.

Reamer said that her mind became like a series of rooms,
and she could go in and out of these rooms with remark-
able ease. In one room there was the grief her father
experienced when Reamer got leukemia. In another,
her mother’s grief, and in another, her children’s. In yet
another room was her father’s perspective on raising
her. “I was able to see things through his eyes and
through my mother’s eyes and through my children’s
eyes; | was able to see what it had been like for them
when | was so sick.” (Slater, 2012)

The following vignette, in which a patient had an inad-
vertent and self-induced state very similar to that
described in psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy, illus-
trates some of these principles, even though it is not a
case of psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy.® A young
man in his mid-twenties began drinking heavily after
graduating from college, where he had been a successful
and popular student-athlete. He exhausted the patience
of his employer, family, and friends. He was fired from his
job, evicted from his apartment. He went through several
long-term residential rehabilitation programs. He
appeared in emergency rooms with near lethal blood
alcohol levels. His dedicated girlfriend finally broke up
with him. Everyone who knew him prepared for his
demise. He understood he was drinking himself to
death, but couldn’t stop. After getting released from
yet another emergency room where his family had
tried vainly to get him committed while he lay uncon-
scious, he wandered about, unable to find an open
liquor store. He saw some Robitussin in a convenience
store, and purchased three bottles. He described what
happened next as a “miracle.” While he had hoped
only to “knock [him]self out” by drinking Robitussin, he

entered a hallucination or a dissociation state of mind ...
a faceless being is asking me questions and | want to
respond but I'm aware that if | do someone in the
house might notice I'm sleep talking. | then drift off
into a deep introspective state. | fully comprehend my
addiction and the harm | am doing to others and
myself in a way that | never have before. | knew on a cer-
ebral level that it was wrong. | had felt immense shame
and guilt before. I'm not a sociopath. But, | was never
able to detach myself from my ego and harmful patterns
of self-judgment to examine my actions from an objec-
tive, third-party perspective. I'm able to picture my
own death, and realize how imminent it is. | am able to
empathize with the people whom my addiction has
harmed in such a deep and profound way. | specifically
think about my ex-girlfriend and truly feel the pain that
she felt dealing with me for two years. In a way, my



family had to care about what happened to me. | would
have cared the same way if it happened to them. But, for
someone outside my family to care so deeply about me,
despite all the chaos that | had put her through, made
me start to feel sick to my stomach ... .

After a weekend of going in and out of dreamlike hallu-
cinations, | wake up on Monday morning and it hits me
like a ton of bricks. I'm cured. It's over. The fight is
over. There’s no more struggle. (J. Doe, 2018, personal
communication)

Robitussin contains dextromethorphan, which in high
doses is hallucinogenic, and has been associated with
psychedelic experiences (see Erowid “DXM” website).
While he has had one brief slip since his psychedelic
experience, J. is nearing two years of sobriety. In J.'s com-
munications with me about this remarkable and totally
unanticipated event, he said that “having my ego tem-
porarily disabled” was the key to being able to see
himself as others saw him, and to feel his girlfriend’s
love and compassion for him more fully. It also enabled
him to recognize that his belief that he was “some com-
bination of lazy/entitled/weak,” an explanation he had
“adopted” from other people, mostly his father, was
not really true, but that believing it was true “was
keeping me in active addiction.”

J's story illustrates a theme common to subjects in
psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy. Through a process
parallel to the developmental origins of mentalization,
he is able to see himself through the eyes of a loved
object, and in so doing, experiences aspects of himself
with less affective distress, greater compassion and
acceptance.

Belser et al. (2017) describe a patient’s experience in
their psilocybin study:

A third participant described how during the psilocybin
session, she was able to forgive her husband who, while
she was sick with cancer, had pursued a secret affair
with another woman. This participant suggested that by
coming to a deeper understanding, she was able to stop
“carrying this anger” and “open up more” to “feeling clo-
seness and love” not only toward him but also herself. “|
allowed myself to just not carry that weight of everything,
and to forgive. ... And to forgive myself,” she said.

Here, the subject’s “deeper understanding” under psilo-
cybin leads to a more compassionate view of her hus-
band’s affair, and simultaneously, to forgiving herself.
Similarly, a patient of Kurland, Unger, Shaffer, and
Savage (1967) stated:

Shortly after, the doctor gave me a picture of my wife to
look at. | saw something which | had never seen before.
From her heart, there seemed to swell out a flow of love.
It seemed to be a tangible thing. Although | couldn’t
touch it, | knew it was real, and | knew she loved me. A
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wave of emotion swept over me. Again the tears
welled in my eyes. Again, | experienced a feeling of
soul-cleansing. Once more, | felt reborn and at peace
with the world. | felt that | could never be the same
man again. | felt pure, holy, and clean. In the late after-
noon, | became calm and reposed, listening to the
music and discussing my experiences with the doctor. |
felt that | had changed and that | would henceforth
view life and its problems’ in an entirely different per-
spective. | felt | knew the real meaning of compassion
and humility.

Watts et al. (2017) observe:

Some patients felt that they gained understanding about
the circumstances of abuse that they reported having
suffered in childhood. One participant, [sic] felt a sense
of compassion toward his mother, who he said had
inflicted unbearable suffering on him:

When | was being toilet trained my mother lost it with
me and drowned me in my own human waste and
throughout my life, | tend to replay that. [In the dosing
session], | realised that my mother was out on an [sic]
ledge, we were two people out on an ledge, she too
was completely unconnected, disconnected. | felt some
compassion for her...a different perspective, that it
wasn’t an all powerful world and universe against me,
my mother too was out on a ledge. (P19)

Frequently, new compassion experienced towards
others enables a new acceptance of previously
defended, disavowed, or shame-laden feelings about
oneself. Greater self-acceptance has been noted as an
outcome of nearly all psychedelic-assisted psychother-
apy trials (Belser et al., 2017; Cohen, 1964; Malone
et al,, 2018; McGlothlin, 1985; Savage et al., 1964; Watts
et al, 2017).

How does seeing oneself as others see one during a
psychedelic state have such a powerful, durable
influence on self-acceptance? From a psychodynamic
viewpoint, self-acceptance is determined by the degree
to which we live up to our own moral values and
ideals, which typically represent modified versions of
what we have internalized from our loved objects. As
the vignette about the dinner hostess discussed earlier
illustrates, we are often so caught up in trying to live
up to our ego ideals/ trying to be liked, that we blind our-
selves to the true mental states of others. Considered
together, the subjective reports and empirical evidence
of the neural effects of psychedelics suggest that by dis-
abling the ego’s defenses against the threat of the loss of
the loved object, psychedelic drugs promote
attachment (connectivity), suspend disbelief (suggest-
ibility) and create an “epistemic superhighway” in
which “the experience of feeling thought about in
therapy makes us feel safe enough to think about our-
selves in relation to our world, and to learn something
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new about that world and how we operate in it” (Fonagy
& Allison, 2014).

In enabling epistemic trust (Fonagy et al., 2007), psy-
chedelic drugs promote conditions in the adult psy-
chotherapeutic situation that mirror the developmental
conditions under which the infant comes to know him
or herself through the mentalizing of his or her caregiver.
This psychodynamic parallel may be grounded in a neu-
rophysiological parallel between the two states as well.
Carhart-Harris et al. (Carhart-Harris & Friston, 2010;
Carhart-Harris et al., 2014) have noted the significance
of the reduced connectivity within the DMN of the
child’s brain (Fair et al., 2008; Gao et al., 2009), including
the absence of connectivity between the medial prefron-
tal cortex (MPFC) and the PCC in infancy (Fransson et al.,
2007), and the reduced connectivity within the DMN of
the adult brain on psychedelics. (Lebedev et al’s (2015)
finding of reduced connectivity within the SN on psyche-
delics may be relevant as well.) Thus, in disabling circuitry
required for critical self-observation, psychedelics may
reproduce neurophysiologically and psychodynamically
the developmental conditions which allow the infant to
see him/herself through the eyes of the other. The
dynamic by which self-acceptance is enhanced by
seeing oneself through the eyes of the other in both
the developmental and psychedelic models finds
support in Bowlby's statement (1973, p. 203): “In the
working model of the self that anyone builds a key
feature is his notion of how acceptable or unacceptable
he is in the eyes of his attachment figures.”

Flight instructions

Given what we have seen of the potentially powerful
effects of drug-induced ego dissolution, the preparation
that psychotherapists or guides provide to subjects in
the experimental setting for psychedelic-assisted psy-
chotherapy is critical. All of the major psychedelic research
centers today use a set of “flight instructions” or guidelines
based on those developed by Blewett and Chwelos (1959),
and the psychedelic evangelist, Al Hubbard, in western
Canada in the late 1950s and 60s (Pollan, 2018), and insti-
tuted in the 1970s at Spring Grove State Hospital by
William Richards and colleagues. Subjects are encouraged
to face whatever fearful situations emerge during the
session (Johnson, Richards, & Griffiths, 2008). They are
told to “trust, let go, be open,” or following the advice of
Leary, Metzner, and Alpert (1964), popularized in the
Beatles’ song “Tomorrow Never Knows:” “Turn off your
mind, relax and float downstream” (see Pollan, 2018, p. 63).

When dealing with scary thoughts, we encourage them
to stay with it, to bring it on, and again actually to

welcome it. We remind them that they're always safe,
that they will always come back no matter how far out
they go. (Richards & Cosimano, 2013)

Subjects almost uniformly consider this advice helpful.
But beyond provision for basic safety, how might our
developing understanding of how psychedelic-assisted
psychotherapy works further inform the flight instruc-
tions given to patients? Based on the arguments devel-
oped above, instructions might state that the process
helps one see things from a different perspective, one
that differs from one’s usual perspective in the way that
dreams differ from waking thoughts, or in the way that
children think and feel differently than adults; that this
different perspective may help one connect with one’s
feelings, and find new and different meanings in things.
| would suggest a specific metaphor that may help to
adumbrate this shift in perspective. As we live in more
ways than one in the era of Google Earth, the term
“zooming out” has become a way of referring to looking
at things from a wider perspective than that of the self.

Like google earth, | had zoomed out. [For weeks after-
wards], | was absolutely connected to myself, to every
living thing, to the universe. (Watts et al., 2017)

It felt like | zoomed out, examined my life objectively, and
let go of the harmful ways | thought about myself. (J.
Doe, personal communication, 2018)

| got a wider perspective, | stepped back. It helped me
appreciate that the world is a big place that there’s a
lot more going on than just the minor things that were
going on in my head. (Watts et al,, 2017)

| just saw everything like a whole- a whole image like a
camera panning out and seeing it all. (Agin-Liebes, 2017)

Similar sentiments were expressed long before zooming
out became part of the lexicon.

As the effect increased, the music seemed to take over
the direction of the experience. | began to feel disembo-
died, and a marvelous weightlessness commenced. My
consciousness seemed to rise into a wonderful limitless
space, infinite and curving as the sky, with the earth
and sea below. (Cohen, 1964, p. 160)

Using the “zooming out” metaphor in flight instructions
is a nod to current cultural influences on set and
setting. It is also a conscious manipulation of set to
encourage the use of metaphor during the process,
and to facilitate a desirable broadening of perspective
in which a sense of alienation, meaninglessness, and dis-
connection is replaced by a global sense of participating,
belonging, and connecting.

Pollan (2018) mentions the 1966 LSD-induced vision
of Stewart Brand, the originator of the Whole Earth
Catalog who sat on his roof (“three stories and one



hundred mikes up” p. 184), and considered how a photo-
graph of the earth from space might change people’s
awareness of the limits of earth’s resources. He cam-
paigned for NASA to release such a photo. The following
year NASA published a composite photo of planet Earth
taken by satellite in 1967, which graced the debut cover
of the Whole Earth Catalog. This photo® transformed the
way people think about the Earth, and spurred the birth
of the environmental movement (Wagley, 2016). Intrigu-
ingly, this perspective of Earth from space has engen-
dered non-psychedelic induced feelings of awe and
self-transcendence in astronauts, resulting in abiding,
transformative feelings of connectedness and unity
with mankind (Yaden et al,, 2016). What better way of
describing the shift in perspective made possible by psy-
chedelic-assisted psychotherapy (i.e. seeing beyond the
self) than by comparing it with an iconic photograph
which afforded mankind its first real chance to see the
planet it inhabits from outside of its confines?

Conclusions

Psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy appears to have the
potential to be a powerful adjunct to psychoanalysis,
other psychotherapies and pharmacotherapies, and
perhaps in some cases facilitating remarkable progress
for those suffering from depression, existential anxiety,
trauma, addictions, obsessions and compulsions who
are not helped sufficiently by conventional therapies to
unwind the self-protective strategies which inhibit their
capacity to love, and to find meaning in life. As discussed
above, psychedelic drugs activate 5-HT2A receptors, dis-
integrate connectivity within certain midline cortical
structures, disrupt the binding of self-representations
and predictive processing, disable the ego’s defenses
against the threat of loss of love. This heightens
sensory and affective experience, releases the primary
process, awakens feelings of new significance, restores
epistemic trust and a sense of connectedness that onto-
genetically predates the self-concept.

Medications gain approval for specific conditions
only. It will take a real paradigm shift before psychedelics
will be approved as an adjunct to psychotherapy in
general. That paradigm shift might consist in changing
from a categorical to a dimensional approach to
mental illness, something that has been debated for a
long time with regard to the classification of personality
disorders (Frances, 1993; Trull & Widiger, 2013). In the
“five-factor” dimensional model of personality (Digman,
1990; McCrae & Costa, 1997), the clearest indication for
psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy would be impaired
“openness,” a trait which has shown sustained improve-
ment with psilocybin-assisted psychotherapy (MacLean
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et al,, 2011). Following the argument developed above,
another dimension of mental health amenable to psy-
chedelic-assisted psychotherapy is the degree to which
one feels one’s life has meaning, which has been cited
as a quantifiable, reliable index of subjective well-being
(Compton, 2000). Frankl (1962, p. 47) wrote:

A man’s concern, even his despair, over the worthwhile-
ness of life is an existential distress but by no means a
mental disease. It may well be that interpreting the
first in terms of the latter motivates a doctor to bury
his patient’s existential despair under a heap of tranqui-
lizing drugs. It is his task, rather, to pilot the patient
through his existential crises of growth and develop-
ment. Logotherapy regards its assignment as that of
assisting the patient to find meaning in his life.

Like logotherapy, psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy is
likely to be of more widespread benefit when applied
to this and other (e.g. the capacity to feel and express
love, or to feel “connected”) universal dimensions of
mental health, than when limited in application to
“mental disease.” Treating existential anxiety related to
approaching death (i.e. terminal illness) is an excellent
example of a dimensional application (Fisher, 1970;
Gasser et al, 2015; Griffiths et al, 2016; Grob et al,,
2011; Pahnke, Kurland, Goodman, & Richards, 1969;
Ross et al., 2016).

Even if one accepts that psychedelic drugs can engen-
der mystical or unitive states, experiences of connection,
a feeling that life has new meaning - essentially versions
of “love conquers all,” or “we are all one” - how does one
judge the veridicality of these experiences? Just as
importantly, how durable are they? Does the analogy
made earlier with incipient psychosis imply that that
the feeling of heightened significance may put one on
a path towards delusion, in which one’s rational under-
standing of the true un-relatedness between things is
replaced by an indiscriminate, over-inclusive, essentially
misguided feeling of connectedness? It is true that the
expanded sense of significance can change into a
sense of personal relevance, an idea of reference, and
ultimately into the primary delusional idea, a misguided
attempt at explaining the seemingly changed relation-
ship between the self and its objects. But while the
sense of expanded significance may go awry at times,
this does not mean that all of the imaginative directions
it may lead are blind alleys. As one awakens from a
dream, which, of course, feels quite real while one is
dreaming, one recognizes that the powerful narrative
with which one has just been engaged was not real, or
at least, no more real than any absorbing story one
chances to read or watch on a screen. But dreams and
other absorbing narratives do sometimes change the
way we think, at least for a while.
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Another way to address the question about the veridi-
cality of psychedelic drug-induced mystical states is to
say that they are virtually identical in content to mystical
states encountered by other means, including medita-
tion, certain breathing techniques, and spontaneous reli-
gious revelation. Therefore, one may say they are all
equally veridical. Ideas about the ultimate meaning of
life are not objectively verifiable, but seem truthful to
the extent they enable one to explain one’s past and
ongoing experience. Ultimately, a mystical state is a
powerful affective state which accompanies thoughts
or visions that have profound, far-reaching implications.
Mystical states have varying degrees of durability, which
is determined not only by their initial force or power -
which is partly based on how discontinuous they are
with one’s everyday experience — but upon how success-
fully they can be integrated with subsequent experience.

The durability of feelings of love and connectedness
derived from psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy may
also be related to the role of the therapist. Early studies
(Abramson, 1960, 1967; Cohen, 1964; Frederking, 1955)
suggest a need for repeated “psycholytic” (non-mystical,
lower-dose) sessions to integrate primary process
material. Eisner and Cohen’s (1958) suggestion that the
psychotherapist “interpret the unconscious material
deeply and directly” and “direct the patient toward the
frightening painful symbolic material and to assist him
in experiencing and understanding it” emphasized the
value of psychodynamic interpretation. These rec-
ommendations were made at a time when the psycho-
analytic model was preeminent. In the current model
for MDMA-assisted therapy, “deep interpretation” is
eschewed in favor of more generic advice to follow the
patient’s “inner healing intelligence”'® (Mithoefer, 2013).

However, Carhart-Harris and colleagues (Carhart-
Harris, 2007; Carhart-Harris, Mayberg, Malizia, & Nutt,
2008; Carhart-Harris & Friston, 2010) view psychedelics
as a way “to bring the core phenomena of psychoanalytic
theory into an observable space” (Carhart-Harris et al,
2014; author’s italics). Freud wrote: “The interpretation
of dreams is the royal road to a knowledge of the uncon-
scious activities of the mind” (1900, p. 608). But by the
time dreams are discussed in psychotherapy, they are
often several days old, hard to remember, and no
longer emotionally charged. Psychedelic states are a
true royal road to the unconscious: dreamlike thoughts
in which affectively charged, symbolic contents of the
primary process are experienced during wakeful con-
sciousness (Masters & Houston, 1966, p. 235). As Virgil's
words help Dante unravel the meaning of the mythic,
chimerical characters he encounters in the Inferno, so
the psychodynamically-informed therapist helps the
subject understand these powerful thoughts and

images,'’ make sense of their teeming significance and

wondrous new meaning. The durability of this new
meaning hinges on its noetic quality, but also on
interpretations that use it to deepen the subject’s under-
standing of himself, and integrate it with the ideas, feel-
ings, and habits of the subject’s pre-psychedelic self,
which inevitably press to re-emerge as the subject
returns to his everyday life (Eisner, 1997).

The self is a construct that depends upon and pro-
motes predictability. Its dissolution frees the brain from
its hard-wired, neurodynamic predisposition to discover
only what it expects to find (Friston, 2018), and frees the
mind from its psychodynamic compulsion to minimize
the risk of losing love. Predictability and emotional stab-
ility are adaptive necessities, but habit precludes trans-
formative insight. Removing these habitual filters
allows one to see without self, to see more clearly the
perspective of others, and thereby to see oneself in a
new light.

Masters and Houston closed their useful tome on psy-
chedelic experience by calling attention to the “great
importance and challenge of the eidetic images and
the need to study them exhaustively” (1966, p. 315).
So, Pollan (2018) closes his psychedelic story by describ-
ing his last psychedelic experience, on ayahuasca, during
which he had a dreamlike image of his eyemask straps
changing into the bars of a steel cage. He thinks that
the image of the vine growing through the bars of the
cage must have something to teach him. He considers
several possible meanings (see discussion above for my
interpretation), but ultimately resigns himself to its
being a mystery. Even if the sense of new meaning emer-
ging from the psychedelic state fades as the ego and its
defense mechanisms reassert themselves, as strategies
to reduce anxiety about losing love gradually replace
love itself, perhaps the primary value of psychedelic-
assisted psychotherapy lies not in replacing one set of
meanings with another, or in determining which is the
truer vision of reality, but in recognizing the existence
of multiple meanings, multiple perspectives, with and
without the self. By allowing one, even fleetingly, to dis-
cover new meaning, to see beyond the self, psychedelic-
assisted psychotherapy opens the doors of perception,
and connection, a little wider.

Notes

1. Huxley wrote:

In so far as we are animals, our business is at all
costs to survive. To make biological survival poss-
ible, Mind at Large has to be funneled through the
reducing valve of the brain and nervous system.
What comes out of the other end is a measly



trickle of the kind of consciousness which will help
us to stay alive on the surface of this particular
planet. (1954, p. 6)

2. The title for Huxley’s account of his mescaline experi-

ence, The Doors of Perception, is taken from a line
from The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790), by
William Blake, “If the doors of perception were cleansed,
everything would appear to man as it is: infinite. For man
has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro’ narrow
chinks of his cavern.”

. Freud's theorizing about the function of defense mech-
anisms evolved as he switched from the topographic
to the structural model of the mind, and was elaborated
further by Anna Freud (1946), who emphasized the role
of defense mechanisms in responding to “signal
anxiety” of various origins. In this paper, | have simply
adopted one contemporary psychoanalytic model
(from a multiplicity of extant models) in which separation
and individuation from the primary love object is the
critical developmental backdrop against which the ear-
liest self-representation is formed (Mahler et al,, 1975);
object relationships are the critical determinants of
behavior and psychological well being, and defense
mechanisms are seen as subconscious operations
designed to limit anxiety and maintain self-esteem
against the threat of loss of love, whether on an intrap-
sychic level - the fear of not satisfying one’s ego ideal
(through identification, the legacy of the loved object),
or on an interpersonal level - the fear of not winning
approval from others onto whom one’s ideals are pro-
jected. Defense mechanisms regulate other anxieties
and affects as well, but these are often derivatives of
the fear of loss of the primary love object, or its interna-
lized incarnation as the ego ideal.

. That “something,” it is all but implied, was Pollan’s habit-
ual self, finding excuses.

. Remarkable enough to identify a brain structure that
may be a neurophysiological substrate for the concept
of self, but even moreso that this same brain structure
could serve as a neurophysiological substrate for a dis-
guised (as a steel frame) symbolic representation of the
self.

. In treating the entire text of Pollan’s epilogue as a set of
associations to the image of the cage, much as one
would analyze a dream according to psychoanalytic
technique, one can see the fertile primary process at
work, with the word “slip” condensing at once the vine
escaping the bars of the cage and the prison of the self
that Pollan “slip(s) back into” (p. 408). Likewise, the
word “root” condenses what anchors the vine in the
cage with how Pollan’s psychedelic experiences dee-
pened his ideas about plants having a kind of subjectivity
and intelligence: “never before have | felt them to be
true, to be as deeply rooted as | did after my psychedelic
journeys” (p. 413). The reference to his own ideas as
“rooted” solidifies his identification with the vine.

. The quotation may be found in Dante Alighieri's The
Divine Comedy written between 1308 and 1321 in
Canto | of the Inferno, lines 113-114.

. Psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy is presently per-
mitted only in approved research settings.
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9. Together with the Earthrise photo taken by astronaut
William Anders in 1968 during the Apollo 8 mission, in
which a partly obscured blue and white planet Earth
floats against a background of deep space with the
lunar landscape in the foreground, a stunning reversal
of perspective, and the famed Blue Marble photo taken
by an Apollo 17 crewmember with a Hasselbad camera.

10. What Grof (1975) and the legacy of psychedelic guides
from the 1950s and 60s refer to as the “inner healing
intelligence” that guides individuals through psychedelic
experiences may refer to the emergence of, or regression
to, the primary process, which allows a creative, symbolic
re-imagining of experience that supplants ossified,
defensive perspectives and meanings.

11. Osmond (1957), who coined the term “psychedelic,” or
mind-manifesting, to describe the ability of mescaline
and LSD to reveal hidden dimensions of human experi-
ence and consciousness, argued that Freud and his fol-
lowers overreach when they “attempt to account for
the whole of human endeavor and, beyond this, into
the nature of man and God” (p. 429). Osmond believed
that psychedelics were better suited than psychoanalytic
theory for exploring these larger questions, and that
research with LSD would eventually undermine the
hegemony of psychoanalytic theory within psychiatry
(Dyck & Farrell, 2018). Osmond himself may have over-
reached in stating that psychedelics “have a part to
play in our survival as a species” (p. 429). The lack of
encouragement he got from the psychoanalytic commu-
nity may have kept him from appreciating how well-
suited Freud's ideas about dream interpretation were
for elucidating primary process content in psychedelic
states.
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