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CONVERGENT EVOLUTION – ANTHROPOLOGY OF PSYCHEDELICS

Sacramental use for

7,000+ years:

• Religious and medicinal

• Initiation rites

• Diverse cultures

• Widely used

• Influenced religion, 

philosophy, art



MARIA SABINA

“Heal yourself, with 

beautiful love, and always 

remember … you are the 

medicine.”

-Maria Sabina

Wasson, Gordon. "Seeking the Magic Mushroom." Life Magazine. 13th May 1957. Pg 100.



WESTERN PSYCHEDELIC PIONEERS: 1940S-1960S

Dr. Albert Hofmann

Aldous Huxley



Bisbee, Cynthia Carson, et al., eds. Psychedelic Prophets: The Letters of Aldous Huxley and Humphry Osmond. Vol. 48. McGill-Queen's Press-MQUP, 2018.,

Aldous Huxley to Humphrey Osmond, March 1956 Humphrey Osmond to Aldous Huxley, April 1956



NOMENCLATURE

Psychedelic: Mind manifesting

 (Aldous Huxley, Humphrey Osmond)

Entheogen: Accessing the divine within

 (Huston Smith)

Hallucinogen: Mind journeying

 (ancient Latin “Allucinari”)



NOMENCLATURE

Alternative Terms:

 “Deliriants”, “Delusionegens”, “Eidetics”, 

“Misperceptinogens”, “Mysticomimetics”, 

“Phanerothymes”, “Phantasticants”, 

“Psychodysletpics”, “Psychogens”, 

“Psychointegrators”, 

“Psychosomimetics”, “Psychotaraxics”, 

“Psychoticants”, “Psychotogens”, 

“Psychotomimetics”, “Schizogens”

Guilford Press, 2021



PHARMACOLOGY OF CLASSICAL HALLUCINOGENS

 Role in discovery 
of serotonin neurotransmitter 
system (Freedman, 1961)

 5-HT2A receptor agonists

 Blocked by 5-HT2A antagonist 
ketanserin (Vollenweider et al, 1998)

 Repeated administration leads to rapid 
development of tolerance 
and downregulation of 5-
HT2A receptor (Nichols, 2016)



PHARMACOLOGY OF NON-CLASSICAL HALLUCINOGENS



ETHNOBOTANY OF HALLUCINOGENS

Psilocybe cubensis Lophophora williamsii Claviceps purpurea



ETHNOBOTANY OF HALLUCINOGENS

Psychotria viridis Banisteriopsis caapi Ayahuasca



SUBJECTIVE EFFECTS OF PSYCHEDELICS

 This state is marked by:

 Stimulation of affect

 Enhanced ability for introspection

 Similar to dream and hypnogogic states

 Perceptual changes (e.g., illusions, synaesthesias, affective activation 
and alterations of thought and time)



SUBJECTIVE EFFECTS OF PSYCHEDELICS

 Characteristics Of The Psychedelic Peak Experience1

 Sense of awesomeness and reverence

 Deeply felt positive mood

 Transcendence of time and space

 Sense of unity or oneness

 Transiency

 Paradoxicality

 Ineffability

 Meaningfulness of psychological and/or philosophical insight

PAHNKE AND RICHARDS, 1966



EXTRAPHARMACOLOGICAL VARIABLES:

SET & SETTING

 Set:

 Personality structure

 Current thoughts

 Current mood

 Expectations

 Intention

 Setting:

 Physical, social and cultural 
environment

 Safety parameters

 Embedding of therapeutic context

 Guiding and oversight of 
psychedelic experience by trained 
therapist(s)



PARADIGM SHIFT

 Conventional 
Psychopharmacology:
 Drug administered on daily basis for 

weeks/months/years

 Ameliorate a presumed pathological 
brain state

 Relief not dependent on 
patient's attitude or insight



PARADIGM SHIFT

Psychedelic Psychopharmacology:

 Drug administered once or several 

times

 Loosens defenses

 Facilitates insight

 May induce a mystical experience

 Carefully monitored

 Supportive psychotherapy



EARLY WESTERN RESEARCH: 1940S-1960S

“Over a thousand clinical 
papers were published in 
the professional literature 
discussing the experiences 
of 40,000 patients treated 
with hallucinogens.”

— Grinspoon and Bakalar, 1979



EARLY WESTERN RESEARCH: 1940S-1960S

Treatment applications included:

 Alcoholism and drug addiction

 Psychosomatic disorders

 Chronic post-traumatic stress

 Obsessive-compulsive disorder

 Anti-social behavior

 Autism

 Existential anxiety in terminal cancer



CULTURAL TURMOIL LATE 1960S-1970S

Maher, Stephen. "The Lost Counterculture." Jacobin. Feb 2015.

Seattle Daily Times (Seattle, Washington), 15 January 1967, page 1

AP Photo/Steve Rees



MDMA: CHEMICAL STRUCTURE 



MDMA: ANALOGS IN NATURE

Myristica fragrans - Nutmeg Sassafras albidum - Sassafras tree



3,4-METHYLENEDIOXYMETHAMPHETAMINE (MDMA)

 1912 – Chemical Synthesis

 1914 – Patented by 

Merck Pharmaceutical Co.

 1953 – U.S. Army sponsored 

toxicology studies-EA 1475

 1976 – Initial therapeutic 

explorations



MDMA 1980S-1990S

New York Times, June 1, 1985

Rave in Manchester, UK dubbed "Madchester" in 1989

 1981 – Popularization outside 

of medical area

 1984 – DEA scheduling 

hearings

 1985 – DEA Schedule I

 1986 – Initiation of animal 

studies 

 1994 – First Phase I Clinical 

Study



MDMA-ASSISTED TREATMENT

 Adjunct to psychotherapy

 Treatment paradigm shift

 Importance of set and 
setting

 Relatively mild

 Easily controlled

 Short acting



MDMA-ASSISTED TREATMENT

 Empathogen/Entactogen

 Enhanced capacity for introspection

 Improved mood



FUTURE

 Optimize safety

 Strengthen ethical standards

 Prioritize public health

 Create opportunity for greater 

diversity

 Respond to changing legal status

 Mitigate risks of rapid 

commercialization



CENTRAL AMERICAN MUSHROOM STONES 1500 BCE


