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Programme 
 
10:00 Welcome & introductions (John Gardner) 
 
10:15 Morning session  
 

Psychedelic Birth: Bodies, Boundaries and Consciousness in the 1970s 
Wendy Kline, Department of History, Purdue University 

 
Psychedelics and the Pharmacology of Consciousness 
Olivia Carter, School of Psychological Sciences, University of Melbourne 

 
12:00 Lunch (Monash Club) 
 
1:00 Afternoon session  
 

Philosophy of Psychedelic Therapy: Existential Medicine or Comforting 
Delusion? 

 Chris Letheby, Philosophy, University of Adelaide 
 
 Young Men Encountering Drug Education: Towards and Immanent Ethics  
 Adrian Farrugia, National Drug Research Institute, Curtin University 
 
3:00: Roundtable: The Future of Psychedelic Research (chaired by Adrian Carter) 
 
4:00:  End.  
 

 
Chaired by Professor Lenore Manderson (University of the Witwatersrand, Brown 
University) 
 
Supported by the Health and Biofutures Focus Programme, Faculty of Arts, 
Monash University 
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Introduction 
 
Psychedelics - usually associated with 1960s countercultures - are making a 
comeback. The possibility that psychedelics may offer new, much needed treatments 
for mood disorders and addiction has prompted a surge in scientific research and 
clinical trials. This symposium explored the historical, philosophical and social 
dimensions of this renewed interest in psychedelic drugs. The event explored 
histories of research into psychedelics, and insights into consciousness that are 
emerging in contemporary research. Speakers explored the philosophical issues 
raised by mystical experiences in psychedelic therapies, and the perspectives of 
contemporary recreational drug consumers.  
 
 
Abstracts 
 
 
Psychedelic Birth: Bodies, Boundaries, and Consciousness in the 1970s 
Professor Wendy Kline, 
 
On November 13, 1956, recently certified Czech psychiatrist Stan Grof swallowed 
150 micrograms of LSD as one of the earliest Czech volunteers for a research study. 
Within a few hours, his entire conception about the human psyche and the role of 
psychoanalysis was turned upside down.  He described being hit by a radiance 
comparable to a “nuclear explosion” which catapulted him out of his body, expanding 
his consciousness to “cosmic dimensions.” The timing was fortuitous, for Grof was in 
the midst of an existential crisis.  Like many psychiatrists in Europe and the U.S. in 
the 1950s, he was inspired by Freudian analysis. Psychoanalysis was brilliant in 
theory, he believed, but abysmal in practice.  It lacked visible proof of efficacy, a 
reminder of the profession’s struggle for legitimacy.  Over the next fifteen years, Grof 
set out to provide that proof.  He established himself as the world’s foremost 
researcher of psychedelics, conducting over 2000 psychedelic sessions first at the 
Maryland Psychiatric Research Institute and then at the Esalen Institute in CA. In this 
talk, I draw on the records of the Maryland Psychiatric Research Center LSD 
Training Program Study and the papers of Grof to explore the unexpected 
entanglements between psychiatry, midwifery, and psychedelics.   
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Psychedelics and the pharmacology of consciousness 
Associate Professor Olivia Carter 
 
Since the 1960’s there has been a growing body of research using controlled lab-
based measures to investigate key perceptual and cognitive alterations induced by 
psychedelics. This talk will overview some of my own past research as well as 
findings associated with the recent resurgence of resurgence of brain imaging and 
psychological investigations into the effects of psychedelic drug action. Together this 
body of research provides important new insights for the scientific study of 
consciousness and an initial understanding of the neuropharmacological 
mechanisms underlying conscious experience. 
 
 
 
Philosophy of psychedelic therapy: existential medicine or comforting 
delusion? 
Dr Chris Letheby 
 
Psychedelic drugs are making a comeback. In a spate of recent trials LSD and 
psilocybin have shown safety and efficacy in the treatment of anxiety, depression, 
and addiction. Some suggest this heralds a “new paradigm” in psychiatric treatment. 
Meanwhile, psychedelics’ capacity to induce profound but temporary alterations to 
self-consciousness (‘ego dissolution’) affords cognitive neuroscientists unique 
opportunities for probing the mind-brain relationship.This fascinating research raises 
many philosophical questions. I will give an overview of these before focusing on one 
concerning the role of mystical experiences in psychedelic therapy. In several trials, 
patients who show the greatest benefit are those who report transcendent 
experiences of ‘cosmic consciousness’, and the intensity of mystical experience often 
predicts the degree of benefit. One researcher calls psychedelic therapy an 
“existential medicine”, but sceptical adherents of a physicalist worldview speak of 
“metaphysical hallucinations”, wondering: “Is psychedelic therapy simply foisting a 
comforting delusion on the sick and dying?”Influential answers include: (1) no, 
because the cosmic consciousness is real; (2) yes, but it doesn’t matter too much; 
and (3) yes, and it matters a lot. I will present a fourth, relatively unexplored 
response: that psychedelic states can be both existential medicines and 
metaphysical hallucinations. They do have cognitive flaws, but these are offset by 
considerable benefits—epistemological as well as emotional. The concern underlying 
the ‘comforting delusion’ objection deserves to be taken seriously, but ultimately the 
objection can be met. 
 
Young men encountering drug education: Towards an immanent ethics. 
Dr Adrian Farrugia 
 
This presentation analyses the ethics and politics of the articulation of young 
people’s drug consumption practices in Australian drug education alongside 
articulations offered by young men. Contemporary analysis of drug education 
suggests that it focusses almost exclusively on drug consumption as a social 
problem stemming from failed decision process and negative social interactions and 
arguably constitutes all consumption as not only dangerous but unethical. Looking 
closely at these assumptions alongside interview data of 25 young men’s (aged 16-
20) party drug consumption, I suggest that drug education requires a new conceptual 
orientation. Working with concepts drawn from Deleuze and Guattari and Latour, I 
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argue these young men articulate a range of possibilities and sensitivities that 
expand their capacities for life in positive ways. When analysed using a Deleuze 
inspired immanent ethics, the consumption practices explored here can be 
understood as not only pleasurable but ethical. From here, I explore young men’s 
encounters with drug education that does not engage with their heterogeneous 
experiences and practices. These encounters point to a deep scepticism of the 
information provided and a desire for more complex drug education that recognises 
danger without defining all consumption by it. Finally, I argue for a new conceptual 
and ethical orientation for drug education that addresses these concerns and works 
towards enhancing young people’s sensitivity to the array of forces that come 
together to shape ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ drug consumption events.   
 
 
 
Roundtable discussion – key themes 
 
A change in public attitudes towards LSD research?   
It was noted that public attitudes and political discourse on psychedelics appears to 
be changing. General publics, it seems, are more positively orientated towards 
psychedelics and research into psychedelics than they have been in the past.  A 
number of reasons for this was suggested:  

• A rising awareness of the burden of mental health illnesses, along with a rising 
awareness of their intractability, has meant that a range of potential 
treatments (such as LSD) are now being considered;  

• The rise of social media has enabled the widespread sharing of psychedelic-
related information, and it has enabled advocacy groups to gain momentum; 

• An ongoing skepticism of ‘big pharma’ and conventional pharmaceuticals 
means tht LSD is seen as viable alternative to the conventional, profit-
orientated approaches to medical innovation.    

• Political and public concerns around PTSD (particularly among returned 
serviceman), for which LSD-assisted therapies may offer some hope.         

 
Barriers and drivers of psychedelic research 
In addition to these more general societal changes, specific drivers of psychedelic 
research were also noted. These include advocacy groups such as those 
representing veterans, first responders, and other groups who experience high rates 
of PTSD.  Patient groups, such as those representing epilepsy and MS, have also 
advocated research into what have conventionally been stigmatized as illicit 
recreational drugs. Media coverage has also tended to be positive, yet – attendees 
noted – this could be a double edge sword, as hype could result in unrealistic 
expectations.   
 Attendees also noted, however, that there were ‘bastions of conservatism’ that 
may be restricting important research into the therapeutic effects of psychedelics. 
Universities and funders such as the NHMRC were identified as being reluctant to 
support research due to the stigma that still surrounds LSD. Big pharma has been 
reluctant to invest in this space, meaning that much needed funding is difficult to 
come by. A range of other barriers were also noted: regulatory arrangements could 
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be tricky to navigate and specific licenses were needed that could be difficult to 
acquire; political opinion could undermine research (as illustrated by the Howard 
government’s cancellation of the ‘heroin trial’); and institutions and researchers may 
avoid psychedelic research due to the perception it could cause reputational 
damage. 
   
Important avenues for scientific research into psychedelics 
A number of important avenues for scientific research into psychedelics were 
discussed. Foremost is the need to continue studies into safety, and in particular, to 
quantify safety of psychedelics for different health conditions. More generally, there is 
need for larger studies – ideally RCTs – to build a more comprehensive body of 
evidence that can complement the findings of existing smaller studies. Attendees 
noted there is some evidence to suggest that psychedelics may have some 
therapeutic effect in the treatment of OCD, borderline personality disorder (BPD), 
eating disorders, and body dysmorphic disorders – clinical trials are thus needed to 
explore these applications. Additionally, trials of micro-dosing for the enhancement of 
creativity, and treatment of cluster headaches, are also needed.   
 It was suggested that research involving neuroimaging is needed to identify 
mechanisms of ‘reset’ and ‘snow globe’ effects (which appear to have therapeutic 
value): this could shed light on whether an ‘entropic brain’ might be harmful in some 
conditions. Neuroimaging could be used to explore the brain correlates of therapeutic 
and transformative mechanisms, and thus to determine if the mechanisms underlying 
‘therapy’ and ‘enhancement’ are the same.   
 Attendees also discussed the importance of rigorous, fine-grained 
phenomenological research, which could help correlate particular affective states 
with clinical outcomes.    
 
Important avenues for social science research 
Social concerns relating to psychedelics and psychedelic research were discussed. 
Attendees were particularly interested in the societal and cultural tensions that 
appear to characterize much of the stigma surrounding the recreational use of 
psychedelics – stigma which has also inhibited research into psychedelics.  It was 
noted, for example, that there appears to be significant similarities between anti drug-
use education and the abstinence discourses common in the US. These seem to 
reflect a prevalent moral anxiety over youths and their engagement with pleasure. 
The stigma surrounding drug use also appears to reflect common concerns over 
what counts as ‘natural’ and ‘the good life, with drugs often presented as ‘unnatural’. 
Several attendees suggested that anti-drug use campaigns can be understood in the 
same way as many public health campaigns: as a disciplinary practice aimed at 
cultivating particular types of economically productive agents.  
 A number of potential research avenues for social science research into 
psychedelics were mentioned. These included:  
• Gauging current public attitudes towards psychedelics and psychedelic 

research in Australia, and in particular, to examining the perspectives of 
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research funders. Such research could identify whether there has indeed been 
a notable shift in public attitudes, and the reasons for this.  

• Exploring the ways in which a political climate of prohibition shapes drug 
education and curriculum, and exploring new directions in drug education and 
their consequences on attitudes. Such research could uncover the 
‘unanticipated’ consequences of prohibition.  

• Undertaking ethnographic explorations of psychedelic research practices to 
explore the values and assumptions that underlie such research. How is the 
‘value’ of psychedelics defined and enacted in research? What spaces are 
provided for consumer groups to inform research? In what ways does the 
stigma associated with psychedelics continue to shape research practices?  

• Undertaking a critical, post-colonial approach to explore the cultural 
underpinnings of ‘trauma’ and ‘pleasure’ as they are enacted in various 
discourses and practices relating to psychedelics.   

 
Psychedelics for therapeutic purposes – ethical issues 
Much of the discussion relating to the ethics of psychedelics as potential treatments 
for mental health disorders focused on the nature of the therapeutic encounter.   
Attendees noted that it is especially important to remember, for example, that LSD on 
its own does not represent some sort of cure or technological fix: It is being explored 
by researchers as an element in LSD-assisted therapy, in which the patient is 
carefully guided and counseled by trained practitioners. Attendees noted that the 
immediate context in which psychedelics is consumed is a major determinate of its 
therapeutic benefit. This has several important implications. First, if LSD-assisted 
therapy was to become widespread, the training and employment of the practitioners 
required to conduct the therapy would represent a significant cost on already strained 
health care budgets. There may, then, be financial pressures to streamline the 
therapy if it were to become widely implemented.  This would have to be done with 
great caution to ensure that the context did indeed remain ‘therapeutic’.  
 In light of this, and reflecting on the talks from the day, it was suggested that 
an ethical approach to psychedelics might be defined as one that which seeks to 
facilitate health-enacting entanglements, in which health is defined by patients/users 
(and, in some cases, their families). Such an approach recognizes that what exactly 
constitutes ‘health’ and ‘well-being’ will differ for different people, and that ‘health’ is a 
collective achievement: it results from the interactions of various elements within the 
therapeutic encounter, including the user, the drug itself, the physical context, and 
the practitioner. ‘Good practice’ in recreational drug use might also be defined in a 
similar way (as that which aims to facilitate well-being- or health-enacting 
entanglements). Providing trained ‘guides’ to provide support at sites of recreational 
use (such as raves) would be one important component of ‘good practice’.    
 Attendees discussed the importance of being aware of relational power 
dynamics within psychedelic entanglements, particular those relating to gender.  
Consumers of psychedelics are in a vulnerable and often highly suggestable state: 
hence, ethical entanglements are those in which power dynamics are carefully 
moderated.    



	 8	

 The ethical implication of not engaging in research into psychedelics was also 
noted. Given the promising (although highly provisional findings), it could be 
considered unethical not to comprehensively explore potential therapeutic 
applications, given the vast number of people suffering from mental health 
conditions.   
 
 
Findings from the symposium will inform a subsequent opinion piece on 
psychedelic research in Australia, which will be published as a perspective or 
open-editorial.  
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The Neurosocieties Group 
 
The Neurosocieties Group is an interdisciplinary collective of 
social scientists and neuroscientists with an interest in the 
cultural, ethical and regulatory dimensions of all things 
‘neuro’.  Specifically, group members engage in critical inquiry 
of novel neurotechnologies, the social implications of the rising 
prestige of the neurosciences, the lived experience of persons 
with neurological illnesses, and philosophical debates on the 
nature of brain, mind and perception. Members are actively 

exploring the possibilities for meaningful collaborations between the social sciences, 
humanities and the neurosciences with a view to both theoretical and applied 
outcomes. 

The Neurosocieties group includes academics from sociology, anthropology, 
criminology, linguistics, film and media studies, the neurosciences, and neuroethics. 
So far members have been involved in research on social and cognitive 
neuroscience, neurodegeneration, brain training and rehabilitation, addiction 
neuroethics, the relationship between neuroscience and film, ethnographic research 
within deep brain stimulation services, complex systems modelling, and with people 
with chronic neurological conditions and their carers. 

The group meets regularly a month to discuss members’ ongoing research with the 
aim of gaining feedback on current projects, identifying research synergies, and 
working towards the development of future projects. The group also organises 
workshops and symposiums, such as the recent, inaugural ‘Neurosocieties 
Symposium: The Brain, Ethics, and Culture’.   

Group Members: 
John Gardner, School of Social Sciences  
Adrian Carter, Neuroethics, School of Psychological Sciences  
Narelle Warren, School of Social Sciences  
Paul Mason, School of Social Sciences 
Juan Dominguez, School of Psychology, ACU 
Claire Spivakovsky, School of Social Sciences  
Julia Vassilieva, Film & Screen Studies  
Mary Walker, Philosophical, Historical and International Studies  
Alice Gaby, School of Languages, Literatures, Cultures and Linguistics 
Jamie Walvisch, Faculty of Law 

 

 

The Neurosocieties Group is supported by the Faculty of Arts Health and 
Biofutures Focus Programme. 

@neurosocieties 
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The Health & Biofutures Focus Program 
Faculty of Arts 
Monash University 
 
The Health and Biofutures Focus Program engages with the scientific, technological 
and socio-political transformations of human health and the production of human life. 
It builds on contemporary currents in academic and applied research to address 
major public policy questions and challenges in Australia and internationally. 
 
This multifaceted program explores the growing digitalisation of health care; 
emerging reproductive and sexual health technologies; preparedness policy and 
communications on global health threats; the impacts of globalisation and 
deregulation on practices of health and healthcare (e.g. health and medical tourism); 
and how discourses and narratives of promise, hope and expectation shape 
bioscience, biotechnology and biomedicine. 
	
People: 
Andrea Whittaker (Anthropology) 
Alan Petersen (Sociology) 
Mark Davis (Sociology) 
Catherine Mills (Philosophy) 
Sam Taylor Alexander (Anthropology) 
John Gardner (Sociology) 
	

 @HBMonash 
www.arts-hbprogram@monash.edu 
	


