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Psychedelics1

Psilocybin

LSD (lysergic acid diethylamide)

DMT (N,N-Dimethyltryptamine)
/ Ayahuasca
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• Around two dozen modern studies suggest psychedelics may have therapeutic potential in 
treating, e.g., treatment-resistant depression and addiction, when combined with psychological 
support or psychotherapy in a carefully controlled, therapeutic setting2 3
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(Finns’ first experiences with psychedelics)6

”I saw time falling into 
the future. I no longer
existed”

“[T]he rest of the universe 
just disappeared and all of a 
sudden, we were everything 
… I actually felt like I was the 
world“

”a complete ripping out of 
myself into another form of 
being and reality”
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Walter Pahnke (1963)4

”[P]silocybin can induce states of 
consciousness which are
indistinguishable from, if not identical
with, those experienced by mystics”

“[P]sychedelic substances 
reliably induce religious, 
spiritual, or mystical 
experiences, even in tightly 
controlled laboratory settings”  

Yaden et al., 20175
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Mystical

4. Gain of insightful knowledge experienced at an intuitive level.

5. Feeling that you experienced eternity or infinity.

6. Experience of oneness or unity with objects and/or persons perceived in 
your surroundings.

9 Certainty of encounter with ultimate reality (in the sense of being able

experience.

14. Freedom from the limitations of your personal self and feeling a unity or 
bond with what was felt to be greater than your personal self.

15. Sense of being at a spiritual height.

16. Experience of pure being and pure awareness (beyond the world of sense 
impressions).

18. Experience of the insights that “all is One”.

20. Experience of oneness in relation to an “inner world” withing. 

21. Sense of reverence.

23. You are convinced now, as you look back on your experience, that in

what was really real).

24. Feeling that you experienced something profoundly sacred and holy.

25. Awareness of the life or living presence in all things.

26. Experience of the fusion of your personal self into a larger whole.

28. Experience of unity with ultimate reality.

Positive Mood

2. Experience of amazement.

8. Feelings of tenderness and gentleness.

12. Feelings of peace and tranquility.

17. Experience of ecstasy.

27. Sense of awe or awesomeness.

30. Feelings of joy.

Transcendence of Time and Space

1. Loss of your usual sense of time.

7. Loss of your usual sense of space.

11. Loss of usual awareness of where you were.

13. Sense of being “outside of” time, beyond past and future.

19. Being in a realm with no space boundaries.

22. Experience of timelessness.

Ineffability

3. Sense that the experience cannot be described adequately in words.

10. Feeling that you could not do justice to your experience by describing it in 
words.

29. Feeling that it would be difficult to communicate your own experience to 
others who have not had similar experiences.

Mystical Experiences Questionnaire7
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“[T]hose who experience the most 
profound mystical experiences 
invariably receive the greatest 
symptom improvement” 

David Nichols (2016)8

If that’s the case… 
We should try to foster or 
facilitate mystical 
experiences in people if they 
are offered psychedelics for 
therapeutic purposes!

E.g., Richards (2008)9; 
Gandy (2022)10
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For the first psychedelic experiences of Finns6:

• Level of mystical experience associated with positive changes in 
all areas of well-being surveyed, but strongest for positive 
changes in relationship with nature, in relationship with oneself, 
and in creativity

For most significant psychedelic experiences of French people11:

• Those with a complete mystical experience more likely to 
report improvements in relations with self and others, in 
psychological well-being, in the feeling of connection or 
proximity with nature, and in creativity 

Mystical experiences key 

to therapeutic effects?
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Mystical experiences key to 
therapeutic effects?

• Up to 2022, 36/44 identified studies found a link between
mystical experiences under psychedelics and later
improvements in well-being or mental health12

• More, and more unequivocal, evidence for this 
a) among healthy people than in clinical populations, and 

b) for changes in general well-being and life satisfaction, attitudes 
and behavior, and anxiety than for depression or other areas
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Major issues

1. Methodological problems in how psychological mechanisms
of action have been studied in psychedelic research13

• Much to learn from psychotherapy research!
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Major issues

2. Is it ethical to cause mystical experiences in people? 14 15 16 

• Especially if they lead to changes in beliefs or worldviews?

Samuli Kangaslampi – ICP 2024 - 22/07/2024



Major issues

3. Are we reliably measuring a distinct, well-defined unified
phenomenon or construct reasonably called a mystical
experience? 17

• Mystical experiences, as defined and understood in psychedelic
research, may be quite a culturally-loaded, perennialist, 
Christian-specific formulation18 19 20
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Major issues

4. Is the link to therapeutic effects specific to mystical-type
experiences, in general or in some particular cases?

• Some studies suggest psychological insights and emotional
breakthrough experiences may be even more linked to positive
changes12 21

• There are other types of subjective content, other types of 
psychedelic experiences!
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Autobiographical psychedelic experiences

• Autobiographical (aka. psychodynamic) experiences recognized as one major 
type of experience in “psychedelic cartographies” over the decades 9 23 24 25

• Largely absent from modern research26, but noted in qualitative work27 28 29

• e.g., Gasser et al., 201527: “(sometimes hypermnestic) reliving of incidents from the past”

Busch & Johnson (1950)22

“[LSD] permitted a re-examination of 
significant experiences of the past, 
which sometimes were relived with 
frightening realism” 
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Conclusions

• Psychedelics occasion “mystical experiences” quite reliably – 
this is really remarkable!

• High ratings on scales of mystical psychedelic experiences are 
commonly, though not universally, associated with positive 
changes in well-being and mental health

• Is fostering mystical experiences key to therapeutic use of 
psychedelics? There are major unresolved questions about 

 a) ethical issues involved, 

 b) the way we study and understand mystical 
experiences, and    

 c) whether other types of experiences may be as, or
 more, associated with therapeutic effects (for some 

indications30)

• Psychedelics also occasion 
other types of psychedelic 
experiences that warrant 
careful study - especially 
autobiographical experiences!
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Slides with references available at
https://kangaslampi.net/icp2024.pdf 

Thank you!

Email me at
samuli@kangaslampi.net
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