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Editorial on the Research Topic
Psychedelic humanities

Introduction

Psychedelic knowledge production over the past two decades has predominantly
revolved around psychedelic science. However, in recent years an increasing number of
humanities scholars and social researchers have begun studying psychedelic drugs and the
cultural shifts accompanying the “psychedelic renaissance.” We decided to organize this
Research Topic to represent psychedelic humanities research, but also to explore it, to try to
get a sense of what kind of scholarship is being produced. We released our call for papers in
2022, at a time when the initial hype surrounding the medicalization of psychedelics came
to be countered by an “anti-hype” that highlighted the pharmacological, psychological, and
cultural risks of the drugs’ emerging uses (Noorani and Martell, 2021; Yaden et al., 20225
Langlitz, 2023).

In our call for this Research Topic, we took inspiration from scholars who have
sought to expand the concepts of “set and setting” beyond laboratory and clinical
contexts (Eisner, 1997; Hartogsohn, 2020). Such wider “cultural settings” can lead people
to question the value of different states of consciousness and guide decisions to take
psychedelics in the first place. Questions of what values and meanings people attribute
to their experiences, and the interplay between experience and context, are at the heart of
humanities scholarship. Moreover, the humanities often differ from the sciences in that
they habitually make thematic the conceptual and normative frameworks in which they
operate. Indeed, this may go some way to explaining the allure for humanities scholars
of psychedelic experiences, with their qualities of self-referentiality, phenomenal richness,
and polyvocality. The humanities tend to avoid rigid definitions or outcomes in favor of
embracing complexity, even when it may undermine consensus or appear contradictory.

Through this Research Topic, we sought to explore what psychedelics can teach us
about themselves, and ourselves, including aspirational experiences alongside cautionary
tales about the potential pitfalls of a psychedelic renaissance and what it might come to
represent in this era of human history. We invited scholars working in the humanities and
social sciences to contribute to ethical, sociological, gendered, historical, anthropological,
philosophical, and policy perspectives on the use of psychedelics. While we welcomed
studies that explore intersections of medicine and culture, we especially encouraged
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submissions from scholars examining psychedelics in non-medical
settings, including ceremonial spaces, recreational settings, or
spaces where consumers seek psychedelic experiences in order to
expand notions of human flourishing and creativity.

In what follows, we survey how the articles of the Research
Topic illustrate diverse topics and approaches within the
psychedelic humanities, point to some gaps in the Research Topic,
and finally consider the possibility of a more programmatic
description of the field. With respect to a programmatic for
the humanities as inherited from the 19th century, philosopher
Sloterdijk (2009) has argued for the centrality of books as
“anthropotechnical” devices for reflexive use by humans
in exploring and augmenting our common humanity. We
wonder whether the psychedelic humanities today might
approach psychedelics as analogously educative, offering a set of
anthropological devices through which psychedelic experiences
can come to reveal ourselves to ourselves, and to offer up new
clay for our self-fashioning. While the “humanizing” mission of
the humanities was and often still is articulated in restrictive and
non-inclusive terms—which are rightly criticized in reflections
on the limitation of the category of the human (Wynter, 2003;
Cordova)—the promise of individual and collective betterment
through anthropotechnical devices such as books and psychoactive
substances remains.

Surveying the articles

The 20 published articles are a good sample of the coalescing
field of the psychedelic humanities: eclectic, effervescent and
clearly flourishing! We received submissions across a range of
disciplinary approaches, from history to cultural and literary
studies, from philosophy to black studies, and from bioethics to
psychology. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the majority of the articles
occupy themselves with the dominant mode of knowledge
production in psychedelic scholarship: psychedelic science. This
includes synthesizing scientific claims (e.g. Gren et al), using
extra-scientific concepts and arguments to reinterprete scientific
data (Kihonen; Devenot and Erving), and using scientific findings
as a jumping-off point for asking questions about meaning, the
nature of consciousness, or ethics (Jylkkd; Spriggs et al; Gren
et al.). Philosophical contributions offer meta-frameworks and
engage in “conceptual hygiene” work (Meling and Scheidegger;
Cea; Langlitz), while critical analyses seek to dwell in asking
better questions rather than rushing to provide poorly formulated
answers (Cordova). In some of these engagements with psychedelic
science, we note how authors might hedge bets on the state
of the science. For instance, in taking a received trope from
psychedelic science and running with it, humanities scholars can
hope to articulate particular tensions, antagonisms, and nascent
possibilities in psychedelic science, but at the risk of tethering their
own relevance to the variable shelf lives of the scientific claims they
rest atop.

Beyond psychedelic science, articles also look ahead to worlds
where psychedelic-assisted therapy (PAT) is provided at scale,
considering what PAT delivery and wider healthcare provision
could and should look like, as well as the processes that might best
enable us to get there (Spriggs et al; Gren et al; Sjostedt-Hughes;
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Jacobs). Reviews of scientific research programs are also used to
pave the way to remembering or reanimating neglected scientific
trajectories (Davis), while focusing in on specific histories of science
garners fresh insights into the contemporary cultural politics of
psychedelia (Dubus et al; Jones).

Moving into the macrosociological and macropolitical, we
find a discursive analysis of the multidisciplinary problems and
concerns that have shaped the framing of cognitive liberty
(Gonzédlez Romero), and studies of spiritual technologies—both
the persistence of “evolutionary spirituality” within Western
psychedelic culture that has often enabled dogmatism and “spiritual
eugenics” (Evans), and the liberatory possibilities and pitfalls of
the nexus of psychedelic and digital (or “cyberdelic”) technologies
(Hartogsohn). Finally, there are studies on the coloniality of
psychedelic music therapy (Ratkovic et al.), and on the ongoing
impact of neoliberalism on psychedelic experiences (Sanchez
Petrement), including the possibility of psychedelic-assisted group
therapy as a solution to the problem of neo(liberal)-nihilism (Plesa
and Petranker).

An eclectic mix of evidence reveals diverse disciplinary
trainings, ranging from the extensive use of footnotes in ways that
refuse linearity and unifocality in the text (Davis), to the use of
tables, figures, and charts as is common within psychedelic science.
Indeed, a selection of articles are penned by psychedelic scientists
moonlighting as psychedelic humanities scholars (e.g. Meling and
Scheidegger; Spriggs et al.). Given also that many of the articles
are in direct conversation with psychedelic science, this raises the
possibility of the psychedelic humanities as a genre that does not
only have to be served by humanities scholars but could also be a
space for scientists to discuss what cannot be said in the constraints
of scientific publications. Indeed, might the contributions of
psychedelic scientists to the psychedelic humanities be greater than,
for example, the contributions of environmental scientists to the
environmental humanities, or that of medical researchers to the
medical humanities? If there is a markedly greater enthusiasm on
the part of psychedelic scientists to weigh in on questions more
proper to the humanities, we wonder if this tells us something about
the agency of psychedelic substances and experiences in convening
interdisciplinary inquiry around them.

What's missing?

There were notable gaps in the Research Topic. Discussions
of gender and sexuality, indigenous knowledges, analyses and
practices, and race and colonialism, were less prominent than
we had hoped (see Cordova and Ratkovic et al. for exceptions).
This perhaps reflects the venue and the costs, particularly for
early career researchers, associated with the Frontiers publication
model. Regardless, we look forward to future collections on the
psychedelic humanities taking up these themes in much more
central ways. We also saw very little consideration of psychedelics
and embodiment, a relative absence that marks the possibility
of a resistance to the overly-mentalistic/neurocomputational
orientation of the biomedical research (see Davis, Unpublished
manuscript, ch.3). In terms of the emergence of the psychedelic
healthcare industry, we were struck that there was little explicit
call for a slowing down—if not outright abandonment—of
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psychedelic medicalisation processes, as has been articulated in
other collections (e.g. Hauskeller and Schwarz, 2023).

One of the questions raised in our call as a provocation
for authors was, “How does qualitative evidence enhance or
detract from our understanding of psychedelic studies?” No articles
addressed this directly, other than through close textual analysis of
individual psychedelic experiences (Davis; Devenot and Erving).
The standard fare of microsociological work on “drug events”
as heavily shaped by Bruno Latour and the field of science and
technology studies was missing from the Research Topic. On the
one hand, this underscores the need to build bridges between
the emerging psychedelic humanities and the critical drug studies
literature (e.g. Fraser et al., 2014). On the other hand, we wonder
what this tells us about access to psychedelic lab sites, whose
proliferation is surely the most significant sociological development
of the past several years. Some of us have first-hand experience
of securing prolonged periods of time in psychedelic labs and
patient group networks and imagine that these opportunities may
be becoming more difficult to obtain and manage, as the chances
of reputational damage from critical researchers to psychedelic
corporate research ventures is considered by the latter to be
too risky. Yet reverting to knowledge production that does
not require this kind of empirical work, particularly without
friendships and relations of trust with psychedelic scientists to
fall back on, may stymie future scholarship from growing beyond
the impasses and polemical tensions found in the extant peer-
reviewed literature.

Toward a programmatic description of
the psychedelic humanities

We edited this Research Topic at a time when the overzealous
celebration of psychedelic medicalisation had begun to lead to
an equally overzealous “anti-hype” reaction. While critique—and
even criticism—offer valuable nuance in the face of unbridled
optimism, there is a risk of this giving way to an entrepreneurship
of psychedelic negativity dominating the field of the psychedelic
humanities. With this in mind, we also sought to parse the
Research Topic for positive visions of the role of the psychedelic
humanities beyond, for example, keeping the hubristic excesses of
the psychedelic sciences in check.

A curatorial role could be in finding fruitful alliances
across the research of different humanities and social science
disciplines. Articles that focus on risks in PAT delivery
might appeal to bioethicists who are concerned with risk-
management, while specific suggestions for testable interventions
might resonate better with psychedelic research labs than
with high-level critiques of neoliberalism. In turn these

political critiques might inform—and be informed by—
policy discussions around the scaling of psychedelic therapies.
These alliances may reflect matters of scale, with some
disciplines exploring the real-time implications of applied
psychedelics, while others take a wider perspective in an
effort to refocus our attention on risks and benefits over a

long durée.
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Returning to the Sloterdijkian framework of anthropotechnics,
Davis wonders if psychedelics might be best construed as
“tools, techniques, or technologies for the modification of
the human,” alongside books and other cultural objects,
to “learn from the experience, refine, and repeat in an
elevating cycle of practicing to develop performance and
yield” Several other articles in the Research Topic frame
psychedelics as tools or technologies in ways that offer the
potential of (self-)education (cf. Foucault, 1988; see for example,
Devenot and Erving; Hartogsohn; Kihonen; Evans; Gonzalez
Romero). As a field for the exploration of these potentials,
could the psychedelic humanities be a place for the psycho-
formative education of the self through our relationships with
psychedelics? This orientation to psychedelics as pedagogical tools
might offer fresh resources for approaching the challenges
posed by the ethics of informed consent in relation to
“unknowable” experiences.

Langlitz calls for the psychedelic humanities to be a
place where scholars might “refrain from offering normative
orientation and instead increase the complexity of the observed
phenomena by opening other possible perspectives, leaving it
to their readers to reduce the resulting complexity in novel
ways.” As such, Langlitz argues, “The goal of the psychedelic
humanities is to sharpen the sense of possibility and expand
the imagination of the psychedelic renaissance.” We recall here
Markus™ (1987, p. 34-35) useful description of the humanities
as existing in a “polemic-dissensive manner” (Langlitz, 2019),
in contrast with the tendency of the sciences to be consensus-
oriented. Many of the papers certainly speak to and through
various -isms: psychedelic humanism, naturalism, spiritual
evolutionism, mysticism, neoliberalism. Indeed, Sjostedt-Hughes’s
article explicitly develops a typology for many contrasting
philosophical frameworks to mysticism. With this variation
in mind, the psychedelic humanities could be a zone for
the development of many frameworks, each charged with
competing values, norms, metaphysical assumptions and
so on. Scientific naturalism would be parochialized as one
amongst many, and the psychedelic humanities would provide
a space for thinking about how these divergent frameworks
This
the end of Langlitz that the psychedelic humanities today,

relate to each other. is consistent with the call at
at a time of polarization, could strive for mind-loosening
and noncommitment.

But another term for “mind-loosening” is “psycholytic,
suggestive of a lower-dose version of what psychedelic humanities
could be. At the risk of inviting greater political agonism into
Langlitzs formulation of psychedelic humanities-as-mind-
loosening, some of our articles appear to represent a more
high-dose “psychedelic” humanities, in line with a model of
psychedelic drug action that strengthens high-level beliefs (Safron,
2020; as cited in Meling and Scheidegger) and commitments.
We could also go the other way, to consider a “microdosing”
humanities as representing more invisible, infrastructural forms
of augmentation that enable new intellectual articulations to take
place: backstage relationship-building and cross-disciplinary,
interdisciplinary, and transdisciplinary alliances, partnerships

and pacts. In yet another spiral engagement with psychedelic
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science, then, emerging doxa around dose-related interventions
(see Garcia-Romeu and Richards, 2018, in relation to psycholytic
vs. psychedelic interventions), may enable new recursions
in the dynamic between the psychedelic sciences and the
scholarship of the psychedelic humanities. Indeed, perhaps
this might comprise the next iteration of a Research Topic of

this sort.

Conclusion

These are exciting times for the psychedelic humanities.
Psychedelic science is becoming increasingly heterogeneous—
through ever-more-sophisticated basic scientific research, the
increasingly complex array of tactics and strategies by which
industrial psychedelic science is producing both knowledge and
ignorance (Proctor and Schiebinger, 2008), and more creative
local psychedelic trial designs that strike the balance between
controlled experimentation and real-world evidencing afresh
as psychedelic medicine is normalized and barriers to entry
for research are diminished.! The psychedelic humanities will
no doubt engage with all of this, but also find its own
pathways, in search of new modes of flourishing in the
intimacies of our relationships with and through psychedelic
substances. This Research Topic has reminded us that the
psychedelic movement (such that it is) needs both the sciences
and the humanities to effectively evaluate different kinds of
evidence, to (re)imagine diverse psychedelic use practices, and
to confront the inherent complexities and contradictions that
emerge when working across historical, cultural, political and
scientific registers.

1 For example, see https://tuwairua.org.

References

Davis, O. (Unpublished manuscript). The Psychedelic Renascence of Democracy.

Eisner, B. (1997). Set, setting, and matrix. J. Psychoact. Drugs 29, 213-216.
doi: 10.1080/02791072.1997.10400190

Foucault, M. (1988). “Technologies of the self,” in Technologies of the Self: A Seminar
with Michel Foucault, Vol. 18, eds. L. Martin, H. Gutman, and P. Hutton (Ambherst, MA:
University of Massachusetts Press), 170. doi: 10.2307/2072021

Fraser, S., Moore, D., and Keane, H. (2014). Habits: Remaking Addiction. New York,
NY: Springer. doi: 10.1057/9781137316776

Garcia-Romeu, A., and Richards, W. A. (2018). Current perspectives on psychedelic
therapy: use of serotonergic hallucinogens in clinical interventions. Int. Rev. Psychiatry
30, 291-316. doi: 10.1080/09540261.2018.1486289

Hartogsohn, I. (2020). American Trip: Set, Setting, and the Psychedelic Experience in
the Twentieth Century. MIT Press.

Hauskeller, C., and Schwarz,
diversity in  psychedelic  studies.
doi: 10.1080/03080188.2023.2266974

C. G. (2023).
Interdiscip.

doses:
48,

Critical
Sci.  Rev.

nurturing
697-711.

Langlitz, N. (2019). Psychedelic science as cosmic play, psychedelic humanities
as perennial polemics? Or why we are still fighting over max Weber’s
science as a vocation. J. Class. Sociol. 19, 275-289. doi: 10.1177/1468795X198
51405

Frontiersin Psychology

04

10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1474064

Author contributions

TN: Conceptualization, Writing - original draft, Writing -
review & editing. OD: Conceptualization, Writing - review
& Writing
editing. NL: Conceptualization, Writing - review & editing.

editing. AD: Conceptualization, review &
AS: Conceptualization, Writing - review & editing. ED:
Conceptualization, Project administration, Writing - review
& editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for
the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Conflict of interest

TN was part-time Scholar-in-Residence at Tactogen Public
Benefit Corporation until June 2024.

The remaining 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.

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.

Langlitz, N. (2023). The making of a mushroom people: toward a moral
anthropology of psychedelics beyond hype and anti-hype. Anthropol. Today 39, 10-12.
doi: 10.1111/1467-8322.12813

Markus, G. (1987). Why is there no hermeneutics of natural sciences? Some
preliminary theses. Sci. Context 1, 5-51. doi: 10.1017/S0269889700000041

Noorani, T., and Martell, J. (2021). New frontiers or a bursting bubble?
Psychedelic therapy beyond the dichotomy. Front. Psychiatry 12:727050.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyt.2021.727050

Proctor, P., and Schiebinger, L. (2008). Agnotology: The Making and Unmaking of
Ignorance. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Safron, A. (2020). On the varieties of conscious experiences: altered beliefs under
psychedelics (ALBUS). PsyArXiv [Preprint]. doi: 10.31234/0sf.io/zgh4b

Sloterdijk, P. (2009). Rules for the human zoo: a response to the letter on humanism.
Environ. Plann. D Soc. Space 27, 12-28. doi: 10.1068/dst3

Wrynter, S. (2003). Unsettling the coloniality of being/power/truth/freedom: toward
the human, after man, its overrepresentation-an argument. New Cent. Rev. 3,257-337.
doi: 10.1353/ncr.2004.0015

Yaden, D. B., Potash, J. B, and Griffiths, R. R. (2022). Preparing for
the bursting of the psychedelic hype bubble. JAMA Psychiatry 79, 943-944.
doi: 10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2022.2546

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1474064
https://tuwairua.org
https://doi.org/10.1080/02791072.1997.10400190
https://doi.org/10.2307/2072021
https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137316776
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540261.2018.1486289
https://doi.org/10.1080/03080188.2023.2266974
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468795X19851405
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8322.12813
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0269889700000041
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2021.727050
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/zqh4b
https://doi.org/10.1068/dst3
https://doi.org/10.1353/ncr.2004.0015
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2022.2546
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

	Editorial: Psychedelic humanities
	Introduction
	Surveying the articles
	What's missing?
	Toward a programmatic description of the psychedelic humanities
	Conclusion
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	References


