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A Commentary on

On the need for metaphysics in psychedelic therapy and research

by Sjöstedt-Hughes, P. (2023). Front. Psychol. 14:1128589. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1128589

Introduction

Psychedelic-assisted therapy (PAT) is often accompanied by belief changes—notably,

changes in beliefs about the nature of reality may occur. As one such example, individuals

may initially believe in naturalism but come to endorse non-naturalistic beliefs such as

dualism or theism after PAT. Addressing this possibility, Sjöstedt-Hughes (2023) proposes

the integration of metaphysics—the branch of philosophy concerned with the fundamental

nature of reality-into PAT as an optional addition. Similarly, Gładziejewski (2023) has argued

that metaphysics is inescapable within the context of PAT. How might we best address

these metaphysical belief changes in the clinical setting? In this commentary, we respond to

Sjöstedt-Hughes’ arguments for the optional inclusion of metaphysics in PAT, and advocate

for a pluralistic sense of secularism in the medical domain, which may entail not providing

such a menu of metaphysical options.

Metaphysics and evidence of belief change

Akin to Sjöstedt-Hughes, we acknowledge that the issue of metaphysical belief changes

in clinical settings is one in need of addressing, and that such belief changes do arise. A

number of studies have found evidence of these changes: Timmermann et al. (2021) found

that psychedelics can alter metaphysical beliefs, with their results revealing belief shifts away

from physicalist views and toward panpsychism and fatalism post-use. Similarly, a study

from Nayak et al. found that a single psychedelic experience increased a range of non-

physicalist beliefs (Nayak et al., 2023b). However, a recent longitudinal study from Nayak

et al. offers evidence that the issue of metaphysical belief change may not be as pressing

as originally conceived, with their study finding little to no change in metaphysical beliefs,

contrasting the results of previous cross-sectional studies (Nayak et al., 2023a). Nonetheless,

the question of how metaphysical belief change should be addressed in PAT is still one well

worth exploring, as such belief change can and does occur.
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Discussion

To briefly summarize, Sjöstedt-Hughes proposes that there is a

“potential extra benefit to patients in PAT if they are provided with

an optional, additional, and intelligible schema and discussion of

metaphysical options” during integration (Sjöstedt-Hughes, 2023).

He argues that these benefits may came about as patients will have

less reason to dismiss their experience as delusional once they

realize that each metaphysical position has an established history,

and that an optional metaphysics integration would amplify

the significance of the therapeutic experience (given that the

psychedelic experiences which appear to have the most therapeutic

efficacy are metaphysical experiences) (Sjöstedt-Hughes, 2023).

In addressing these metaphysical belief changes, it is important

to note that physicians should not push a metaphysical (or

religious) belief system onto their patients, nor should they attempt

to influence a patient’s metaphysical beliefs in any medical setting.

This is clearly articulated in the World Psychiatric Association

(WPA) Position Statement on Religion and Spirituality, which

states that “psychiatrists should not use their professional position

for proselytizing for spiritual or secular worldviews” (Moreira-

Almeida et al., 2016). However, patients may initiate discussions of

metaphysical belief change, and seek guidance on this topic during

PAT— how should this be addressed?

As one prong of his argument, Sjöstedt-Hughes conjectures an

optional metaphysics integration would amplify the significance

of the therapeutic experience (Sjöstedt-Hughes, 2023). However,

one should also take into consideration that this has been argued

against by Letheby, who presents a compelling counterargument

against the metaphysical belief theory of psychedelic efficacy (see

Chapter 7, Letheby, 2021). The metaphysical belief theory suggests

that the primary therapeutic mechanism of psychedelics involves

belief changes toward non-naturalism. Although we are unable to

describe his arguments in depth here, Letheby refutes this view

and proposes that metaphysical belief change can be viewed as

a side-effect of PAT, but not necessary for it. He additionally

suggests that through a lens of alternations of the self, physicians

can discuss these belief changes without placing them within a

metaphysical framework (Letheby, 2021). Regarding the theory, it

is additionally uncertain as to whether the psychedelic experience

can provide evidence for metaphysical positions: in his seminal

book “The varieties of religious experience,” James argues that

mystical-type experiences cannot be said to provide evidence

for non-naturalistic beliefs, and that such mystical experiences

can be considered without considering their source, e.g., non-

naturalistic or from one’s brain (James, 1902; Yaden and Newberg,

2022).

Sjöstedt-Hughes (2023) suggests that another reason to include

metaphysics is that there may be less reason for the individual to

reject the significance of their psychedelic experiences as delusional

if they realize that each metaphysical position has an established

history. Although recognizing the history of each metaphysical

framework may be helpful, it is also worth considering that many

of the metaphysical positions may be highly technical and alien to

most individuals, possibly having the opposite effect than Sjöstedt-

Hughes proposes. Moreover, although belief changes do happen,

they are often of a relatively small magnitude: emphasizing them

through a menu of metaphysical options, even if optional, may

amplify these changes more than what would have happened

otherwise. Another thread to explore may be whether individuals

want to place their experience within an established metaphysical

position—some studies of contemporary metaphysical beliefs

suggest that individuals often do not want to belong to one group,

instead borrowing from different practices and combining them

(MacGregor, 2022).

Finally, as Sjöstedt-Hughes (2023) notes, it should be

acknowledged that the psychologists, psychiatrists and other

counselors involved in PAT have not often been trained in

metaphysics. Following the work of Palitsky et al. (2023) on the

incorporation of spiritual, existential, religious, and theological

(SERT) components in PAT, we advocate for belief changes of

this nature to be addressed in a “in a systematized, non-sectarian

(ie, pluralistic), and scalable way” from individuals who have

been trained in spiritual and religious competencies (Vieten and

Lukoff, 2022), although we agree with Sjöstedt-Hughes (2023) that

philosophers have an important role in such discussions about

clinical competencies related to metaphysical belief changes as

well. Such a pluralistic and systematized manner may involve

responding to metaphysical belief changes when they emerge and

are brought up by the patients, rather than providing a list of

metaphysical beliefs. The presentation of a menu of metaphysical

options for a patient to endorse may run the risk of imposing

certain worldviews, or may inadvertently pressure them to place

their experience within a metaphysical framework. To address

these belief changes, clinicians may instead focus on supporting

their patient in a more general way to emphasize the relevance

of the experience to their own life and sense of self, and allow

the patient to process their experience and contemplate their own

conclusions regarding their belief changes, rather than emphasizing

the metaphysical beliefs.

Author contributions

KC: Conceptualization, Writing – original draft, Writing –

review & editing. DY: Conceptualization, Writing – original draft,

Writing – review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare financial support was received for the

research, authorship, and/or publication of this article. The funding

support for DY through the Johns Hopkins Center for Psychedelic

and Consciousness Research was provided by Tim Ferriss, Matt

Mullenweg, Blake Mycoskie, Craig Nerenberg, and the Steven and

Alexandra Cohen Foundation.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted

in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships

that could be construed as a potential conflict

of interest.

Frontiers in Psychology 02 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1341566
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Cheung and Yaden 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1341566

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the

authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated

organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the

reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or

claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or

endorsed by the publisher.

References

Gładziejewski, P. (2023). From altered states to metaphysics: the epistemic
status of psychedelic-induced metaphysical beliefs. Rev. Philos. Psychol. 10, 1–23.
doi: 10.1007/s13164-023-00709-6

James W. (1902). The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature,
Being the Gifford Lectures on Natural Religion Delivered at Edinburgh in 1901–1902.
Mineola, NY: Dover Publications.

Letheby, C. (2021). Philosophy of Psychedelics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

MacGregor, C. A. (2022). Metaphysical religion and spirituality: a measured

approach. The Fut. Metaphys. Relig. Am. 12, 1–15. doi: 10.1007/978-3-030-79903-8_1

Moreira-Almeida, A., Sharma, A., van Rensburg, B. J., Verhagen, P. J., Cook C.
C. (2016). WPA position statement on spirituality and religion in psychiatry. World
Psychiatry. 15:87–8. doi: 10.1002/wps.20304

Nayak, S. M., Singh, M., Yaden, D. B., and Griffiths, R. R. (2023a).
Belief changes associated with psychedelic use. J. Psychopharmacol. 37, 80–92.
doi: 10.1177/02698811221131989

Nayak, S. M., White, S., Hilbert, S., Lowe, M. X., Jackson, H., Griffiths,
R., et al. (2023b). Naturalistic Psilocybin Use Increases Mind Perception but
not Atheist-Believer Status: A Prospective Longitudinal Study. doi: 10.31234/osf.io/
auycp

Palitsky, R., Kaplan, D. M., Peacock, C., Zarrabi, A. J., Maples-Keller, J. L., Grant,
G. H., et al. (2023). Importance of integrating spiritual, existential, religious, and
theological components in psychedelic-assisted therapies. JAMA Psychiatr. 80:745
doi: 10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2023.1554

Sjöstedt-Hughes, P. (2023). On the need for metaphysics in psychedelic therapy and
research. Front. Psychol. 14, 1128589. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1128589

Timmermann, C., Kettner, H., Letheby, C., Roseman, L., Rosas, F. E., Carhart-
Harris, R. L., et al. (2021). Psychedelics alter metaphysical beliefs. Sci. Rep. 11, 22166.
doi: 10.1038/s41598-021-01209-2

Vieten, C., and Lukoff, D. (2022). Spiritual and religious competencies in
psychology. Am. Psychol. 77, 26. doi: 10.1037/amp0000821

Yaden, D. B., and Newberg, A. (2022). The Varieties of Spiritual Experience: 21st
Century Research and Perspectives. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Frontiers in Psychology 03 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1341566
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13164-023-00709-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-79903-8_1
https://doi.org/10.1002/wps.20304
https://doi.org/10.1177/02698811221131989
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/auycp
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2023.1554
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1128589
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-01209-2
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000821
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

	Commentary: On the need for metaphysics in psychedelic therapy and research
	Introduction
	Metaphysics and evidence of belief change
	Discussion
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	References


