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Re-Visioning of Psychiatry and of 
Western Science. 

Systematic study of various fonns 
of holotropic states conducted in the 
last few decades by clinicians using 
psychedelic therapy and powerful 
experiential psychotherapies, thana
tologists. anthropologists, Jungian 
analysts. researchers of meditation and 
biofeedback, and others has shown that 
Western psychology and psychiatry 
have made a serious error in 
dismis!ling mystical Hperiences as 
manifestations of brain pathology 
of unknown etiology. The new 
findings have inspired the 
development of transpersonal 
psychology, a discipline that has 
undertaken unbiased scientific research 
of spirituality on its own terms, rather 
than seeing it through the prism of the 
materialistic paradigm. 

In contrast with the traditional 
attitude that pathologizes the entire 
spiritual history of humanity, 
transpersonal psychology seriously 
studies and respects the entire 
spectrum of human experience, 
including holotropic states, and all the 
domains of the psyche, including 
p e r i n at a I a n d transpersonal 
phenomena. By doing it, it is more 
culturally sensitive and offers a way of 
understanding the psyche that is 
universal and applicable to any human 
group and any historical period. It also 
honors the spiritual dimensions of 
existence and acknowledges the deep 
human need for transcendental 
experiences. In this context, spiritual 
search appears to be an understandable 
and legitimate human activity. 

From the scientific point of view, 
the main question regarding 
spirituality and religion is the 
ontological status of transpersonal 
experiences. While mainstream 
psychiatry and psychology see them as 
indications of pathology, transpersonal 
psychology has shown that they are 
important phenomena .mi generis that 
have great heuristic and therapeutic 
value and deserve to be seriously 
studied. While much of what is found 
in organized religions and their 
theologies is certainly in serious 
conflict with science, this is not true 
in regard to spirituality based on direct 
transpersonal experiences. 

The findings of modern 
consciousness research actually show 
remarkable convergence with many 
revolutionary developments in 
Western science referred to as the 
emerging paradigm. As Ken Wilber 
( 1982) pointed out, there cannot 
possibly be a conflict between genuine 
science and authentic religion. If there 
seems to be a conflict, we are very 
likely dealing with "bogus science" 
and "bogus religion", where either side 
has a serious misunderstanding of the 
other's position and very likely 
represents a false or fake version of its 
own discipline. 

In the twenty-five years of its 
existence, transpersonal psychology 
has amassed ample evidence 
suggesting that transpersonal 
experiences are fascinating phenomena 
that represent a serious challenge to 
Western materialistic science. They 
indicate an urgent need for a radical 
revision of our understanding of the 
nature of consciousness, its 
relationship to matter, and its role in 
the universal scheme of things. In 
addition, the observations and 
conceptual frameworks developed in 
the transpersonal field are in 
consonance with major revolutionary 
advances in other disciplines, such as 
quantum-relativistic physics, systems 
theory, biology, and brain research. In 
spite of all this, many professionals 
refuse to accept that the transpersonal 
orientation represents a legitimate 
scientific endeavor. They dismiss it as 
an irrational and undisciplined product 
of a group of eccentric, mystically 
oriented professionals and 
paraprofessionals who are not familiar 
with the most basic principles cf 
traditional science. 

The main reason for this criticism 
is the fact that the findings and 
conclusions of transpersonal 
psychology are incompatible with the 
most basic metaphysical assumptions 
of the Newtonian-Cartesian paradigm 
and with the materialistic philosophy 
that has dominated Western science u 
the last three hundred years. However, 
the critics completely ignore the fact 
that many of the pioneers and 
prominent representatives of the 
transpersonal field are people with 
solid academic backgrounds and often 

impressive professional credentials. 
They have departed from the 
traditional conceptual frameworks not 
because of their ignorar.ce of the most 
basic principles of Western science, 
but because the mainstream conceptual 
frameworks failed to account for and 
explain too many of their important 
observations and experiences. 

The work with holotropic states 
has shown that human consciousness 
can transcend the usual limitations of 
the bodyego. space, and linear time. 
The disapearance of spatial boundaries 
can lead to authentic and convincing 
identifications with other people, 
animals of different species. plant life, 
and even inorganic materials and 
processes. It is also possible to 
transcend the customary constraints cf 
linear time and experience episodes 
from the lives of one's human and 
animal ancestors, as well as collective, 
racial, and karmic memories. ln 
addition, transpersonal experiences can 
take us into the archetypal domains of 
the collective unconscious and mediate 
encounter with images of blissful and 
wrathful deities of various cultures and 
visits to mythological realms. 

A fascinating property of all these 
different types of transpersonal 
phenomena is the fact that they can 
mediate access to entirely new 
information about various aspects cf 
existence. The nature, depth, and 
scope of this information often by far 
surpasses the intellectual knowledge 
that the individuals experiencing these 
phenomena have obtained through the 
conventional channels. The study of 
consciousness that can extend beyond 
the body has generated vast amounts 
of observations that question the most 
fundamental assumptions of Western 
science. 

Thus, for example, the belief that 
perception of the environment has to 
be mediated by sensory organs has 
been shattered by thanatological 
studies of veridical out-of-body 
experiences. Similarly, the existence cf 
transpersonal experiences mentioned 
earlier undermines the deeply 
ingrained belief of materialistic science 
that memory requires a material 
substrate, such as the neuronal 
network in the brain or the DNA 
molecules of the genes. 
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It is in principle impossible to 
find or even imagine any material 
medium that would store or convey 
the new information about the 
universe that forms an integral part 
o f v a r i o u s transpersonal 
experiences. This knowledge 
clearly has not been acquired during 
the individual's lifetime through the 
known means - sensory perception 
and the memory banks of the brain. 
The information seems to exist 
independently of matter and be 
contained in the field of 
consciousness itself, or in some 
other types of fields that cannot be 
detected by our scientific 
instruments. These observations 
from the study of transpersonal 
experiences are supported by 
evidence that comes from other 
avenues of research. Challenging 
the basic metaphysical assumptions. 
of Newtonian-Cartesian thinking, 
scientists explore such possibilities 
as "memory without a material 
substrate" (Heinz von Foerster 
196 S ), "morphogenetic fields" 
(Sheldrake 1981 ), and psi-field 
(Laszlo I 993 ). 

Observations of this kin<t 
profoundly change our 
understanding of human nature. 
Traditional academic science 
describes human beings as highly 
developed animals and biological 
thinking machines. Experienced 
and studied in the everyday state of 
consciousness, we apear to be 
Newtonian objects made of atoms, 
molecules, cells, tissues, and 
organs. However, transpersonal 
experiences in non-ordinary states 
of consciousness clearly show that 
each of us can also manifest the 
properties of a field of 
consciousness that transcends 
space, time, and linear causality. 
The complete new formula, 
remotely reminiscent of the wave
particle paradox in modem physics, 
thus describes humans as 
paradoxical beings who have two 
complementary aspects: they can 
show properties of Newtonian 
objects and also those of infinite 
fields of consciousness. The 
appropriateness of each of these 

descriptions depends on the state of 
consciousness in which these 
observations are made. 

Religion and Spirituality 
To prevent confusion and 

misunderstanding that in the past 
have plagued similar discussions, it 
is critical to make a clear 
distinction between spirituality and 
religion. Spirituality is based on 
direct experiences of other realities. 
It does not necessarily require a 
special place, or a special person 
mediating contact with the divine, 
although mystics can certainly 
benefit from spiritual guidance and 
a community of fellow seekers. 
Spirituality involves a special 
relationship between the individual 
and the cosmos and is in its 
essence a personal and private affair. 
At the cradle of all great religions 
were visionary (perinatal and/or 
transpersonal) experiences of their 
founders, prophets, saints, and even 
ordinary followers. All major 
spiritual scriptures -- the Vedas, the 
Buddhist Pali Canon, the Bible. 
the Koran, the Book of Mormon, 
and many others are based on 
revelations in holotropic states. 
By comparison, the basis a 
organized religion is 
institutionalized group activity that 
takes place in a designated location 
(temple, church), and involves a 
system of appointed mediators. 
Ideally, religions should provide fur 
its members access to and support 
for direct spiritual experiences. 
However, it often happens that a 
religion completely loses the 
connection with its spiritual source 
and becomes a secular institution 
exploiting the human spiritual 
needs without satisfying them. 
Instead. it creates a hierarchical 
system focusing on the pursuit of 
power, control, politics. money, 
and other possessions. Under these 
circumstances, religious hierarchy 
tends to actively discourage and 
suppress direct spiritual experiences 
of its members, because they fuster 
independence and cannot be 
effectively controlled. 

Direct spiritual experiences 
appear in two different forms. The 
first of these, the experience of the 
immanent divine, involves subtly. 
but profoundly transformed 
perception of the everyday reality. 
A person having this form of 
spiritual experience sees the people. 
animals, and inanimate objects in 
the environment as radiant 
manifestations of the same unified 
field of cosmic creative energy and 
realizes that the boundaries between 
them are illusory and unreal. This 
is a direct experience of nature as 
god, Spinoza's deus sive natura. 
Using an analogy with television, 
it could be likened to a situation 
where a black and white picture 
would suddenly change into one in 
vivid Technicolor. Much of the old 
perception of the world remains in 
place, but is radically redefined by 
the addition of a new dimension. 
The second form, the experience rf 
the transcendental divine. involves 
appearance of archetypal beings and 
realms of reality that are ordinarily 
transphenomenal, that means 
unavailable to perception in the 
everyday state of consciousness. 
They seem to unfold or explicate
borrowing a term from David 
Bohm - from another level or order 
of reality. 

These two types of 
transpersonal experiences represent 
the source of inspiration for the 
founders of religions, saints, 
prophets, and spiritual 
practitioners. For many people. the 
first encounter with the sacred 
dimensions of existence often 
occurs in the context of the death
rebi rt h process, when the 
experiences of the different stages of 
birth are accompanied by archetypal 
visions and scenes from the 
historical domain of the collective 
unconscious. However, the full 
connection with the spiritual realm 
is made when the process moves to 
the transpe.rsonal level of the 
psyche, where various spiritual 
experiences appear independently of 
the per in at a I elements. 
Occasionally, holotropic states 
provide direct access into the 
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transpersonal realm. bypassing the 
biographical and eerinatal levels. 

The observations from the 
study of holotropic states confirm 
the ideas of C.G. Jung concerning 
spirituality. According to him, the 
experiences from deeper levels of 
the psyche (in my own terminology 
perinatal and transpersonal) have a 
certain quality that Jung called 
(after Rudolph Otto) 'numinosity'. 
The subjects having such 
experiences feel that they are 
encountering a dimension which is 
sacred, holy, radically different from 
everyday life, belonging to another 
order of reality. The term 
numinosity is relatively neutral and 
thus preferable to others, such as 
"religious". "mystical". "magical", 
"holy", "sacred", "occult". and 
others, which have often been used 
incorrectly and are easily 
misleading. 

People who have experiences c:f 
this kind open up to spirituality 
found in the mystical branches of 
the great religions of the world or 
in their monastic orders, not 
necessarily in their mainstream 
organizations. True spirituality is 
universal and all-embracing and is 
based on personal mystical 
experience rather than on dogma or 
religious scriptures. In comparison, 
the mainstream religions might 
unite people within their own 
radius. but tend to be divisive, 
because they set their group against 
all the others and often tend to 
either convert them or eradicate 
them. 

'Technologies of the Sacred' and 
Human Survival 

Now when we have reviewed 
the ancient, aboriginal, and modern 
'technologies of the sacred', let us 
explore how responsible and 
judicious use of these technologies 
could influence our emotional and 
physical well-being, our 
personality, world view, and 
system of values. Spiritual teachers 
of all ages have been telling us that 
pursuit of material goals, in and c:f 
itself, cannot bring us fulfillment 
and happiness. The rapidly 

escalating global cnsts, moral 
deterioration, and growing 
discontent in the industrial 
societies that accompany the 
increase of material affluence bear 
witness to the truth contained in 
this ancient wisdom. 

There seems to be a general 
agreement in the mystical literature 
that the remedy for the existential 
malaise that seems to beset 
humanity is to look for the answers 
inside our own psyche and undergo 
a deep personal transformation. 
What needs to be changed in this 
process of inner transformation is 
most graphically represented in the 
famous Tibetan screen-paintings 
(thangkas) portraying the cycle of 
life, death, and reincarnation. 

These thangkas show the 
Wheel of Life held in the grip of the 
horrifying Lord of Death. This 
wheel is divided into six segments 
representing the different realms 
into which we can be born, called 
lokas. The celestial domain of gods 
is shown as being challenged from 
the adjacent segment by the jealous 
warrior gods, or asuras. The region 
of hungry ghosts is inhabited by 
pretas, pitiful creatures rE"presenting 
insatiable greed. They have giant 
bellies, enormous appetites, and 
mouths the size of a pinhole. The 
remaining sections of the wheel 
depict the world of human beings, 
the realm of wild beasts, and hell. 
Inside the wheel are two concentric 
circles. The outer one shows the 
ascending and descending paths 
along which souls travel. The 
innermost circle contains three 
animals, a pig, a snake, and a 
rooster. 

These animals represent the 
"three poisons" - forces that, 
according to Buddhist teachings, 
perpetuate the cycles of birth and 
death and are responsible for all 
suffering in our life. The pig 
symbolizes the ignorance 
concerning the nature of reality and 
our own nature, the snake stands fOr 
anger and aggression, and the 
rooster depicts desire and lust 
leading to attachment. The quality 
of our life and our ability to cope 

with the challenges of existence 
depend critically on the degree to 
which we are able to eliminate or 
transform the forces that run the 
world of sentient beings. It is 
interesting to look from this 
perspective at the process of self
exploration involving non-ordinary 
states of consciousness. 

The most obvious benefit that 
we can obtain from in-depth 
experiential work is access to 
extraordinary knowledge about 
ourselves, other people, nature, and 
the cosmos. This certainly 
addresses the problem of ignorance 
which decreases proportionately to 
the amount of reliable information 
that we possess. However. the 
ignorance symbolized in the 
Tibetan thangkas by the pig is not 
absence or lack of knowledge in the 
ordinary sense. It does not mean 
simply inadequate information 
about various aspects of the 
material world. The form of 
ignorance that is meant here 
(avidya) concerns the deepest nature 
of things; the only remedy for this 
kind of ignorance is transcendental 
wisdom. From this point of view, 
it is therefore important to 
emphasize that the inner work 
involving non-ordinary states of 
consciousness does more than .iust 
increase our knowledge about the 
material universe. It provides a 
unique way of gaining insights 
about issues of transcendental 
relevance, as we have seen. 

Let us now look from the same 
perspective at the second 'poison', 
human propensity to aggression. The 
nature and scope of human 
aggression cannot be explained 
simply by references to our animal 
origin. Seeing humans as "naked 
apes," whose aggression is a result of 
some factors that we share with 
animals, such as base instincts. 
genetic strategies of the 'selfish genes', 
or signals from the 'reptilian brain,' 
does not take into account the nature 
and degree of human violence. 
Animals exhibit aggression when 
they are hungry, defend their territory, 
or compete for sex. However, the 
violence exhibited by humans, which 
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Erich Fromm's calls 'malignant 
aggression' (Fromm 1973 ), has no 
parallels in the animal kingdom. 

When we succeed in 
penetrating this dark veil of 
elemental instinctual forces, we 
discover that the innermost core of 
our being is divine rather than 
bestial. This revelation is in full 
agreement with the famous passage 
from the Indian Upanishads that I 
h1we quoted earlier. The message of 
these ancient scriptures is very 
clear: "Tat tvam asi" (Thou art 
That) - in your deepest nature you 
are identical with the Divine. In my 
experience, responsible work with 
non-ordinary states a 
consciousness has brought very 
encouraging practical results. Deep 
inner self-exploration leads 
regularly to a major reduction a 
aggression and self-destructive 
tendencies, as well as an increase of 
tolerance and compassion. It also 
tends to foster reverence for life, 
empathy for other species, and 
ecological sensitivity. 

Although the process of 
creation separates and alienates us 
from our cosmic source, our divine 
identity, the awareness of this 
connection is never completely 
lost. The deepest motivating force 
in the human psyche on all the 
levels of our development is the 
craving to return to the experience 
of our divinity. However, the 
constraining conditions of the 
incarnated existence do not allow 
the experience of full spiritual 
liberation in and as God. The 
experience of our full potential as a 
divine being requires death and 
transcendence of the separate self, 
dying to our identity as a 'skin
encapsulated ego.' Because of our 
fear of annihilation and because a 
our grasping onto the ego, we have 
to settle for Atman substitutes or 
surrogates. These change as we go 
through life and are always specific 
for a particular stage. 

Modem science has developed 
effective measures that could solve 
most of the urgent problems in 

today's world - combat the majority 
of diseases, eliminate hunger and 
poverty, reduce the degree of 
industrial waste, and replace 
destructive fossil fuels by renewable 
sources of clean energy. The 
problems that stand in the way are 
not of economical or technological 
nature. As I mentioned earlier, the 
deepest sources of the global crisis 
lie inside the human personality 
and reflect the level of 
consciousness. evolution of our 
species. 

Considering the paramount role 
of violence and greed in human 
history, the possibility of 
transforrning modern humanity into 
a species of individuals capable of 
peaceful coexistence with their fellow 
men and women regardless of race, 
color, and religious or political 
conviction, let alone with other 
species, certainly does not seem very 
plausible. We are facing the 
formidable challenge of instilling 
humanity with profound ethical 
values, sensitivity to the needs of 
others, voluntary simplicity, and a 
sharp awareness of ecological 
imperatives. At first glance, the task 
of imbuing humanity with a 
radically different set of values and 
goals might appear too unrealistic 
and utopian to offer any real hope. 

H o w e v e r , profuund 
transforrnation of this kind is exactly 
what happens in the course a 
systematic inner work using the 
'technologies of the sacred', whether 
it is meditational practice, powerful 
experiential forms of therapy, or 
responsible supervised work with· 
psychedelic substances. Similar 
changes can also be observed in 
people who experience spontaneous 
psychospiritual crises and have the 
privilege of a good support system 
and sensitive guidance. 

A strategy of existence, 
integrating deep inner work with 
inspired action in the external 
world could thus not only improve 
the quality of our individual life, 
but also become an important factor 
in resolving the global crisis, if it 
were practiced on a sufficiently large 

scale. Inner transformation and 
accelerated consciousness evof'ution 
could significantly improve our 
chances for survival and for peaceful 
coexistence. 
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