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Over fifty years since the criminalization of LSD brought medical research on
the drug to a halt, researchers in Europe have reopened investigations into the
possible therapeutic benefits of the controversial substance.1 This might
come as something of a surprise to those who remember the public outcry
against psychedelic drugs in the 1960s, when the American media echoed
with sensational stories of LSD-induced violence and psychosis.2 But before it
became ‘the nation’s newest scourge’, LSD was hailed as a ‘wonder drug’ by
medical researchers and psychotherapists convinced of its therapeutic potential. This paper investigates how and why psychedelic drugs made the remarkable transition from medical tool to countercultural sacrament, and
from panacea to medical, legal, and cultural pariah.
Jordan Goodman, Paul Lovejoy, and Andrew Sherratt have already done
much to demonstrate the fluidity of the boundary between licit and illicit
drug use. They argue for the need to deconstruct the dominant western discourse on drugs, which artificially distinguishes between nutritional, medicinal, and recreational drug consumption. Instead, they look to ‘the social
contexts in which particular substances are consumed’ in order ‘to understand the meanings which they have for their users’.3 Deconstructing the
prevailing drugs discourse, however, requires more than replacing hegemonic definitions of drugs use with the meaning it has for consumers, as
this meaning is itself highly contested and far from ideologically neutral.
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Rather than asking which definition comes closest to encapsulating the true
drug experience, this paper instead focuses on how various stakeholders describe this experience, for the cultural power of drugs lies in the various and
competing ways they are represented. It is here, at the level of discourse,
that we can glimpse the crucial role these substances play in the articulation
of cultural distinctions which ramify well beyond the world of drugs—
distinctions between the natural and the artificial, truth and illusion, interiority and exteriority, or self and other. Discourse on drugs thus not only
reflects the broader historical or cultural context it inhabits, as Sherratt et al.
have shown, but also helps to shape it.
While recreational drug use has long been identified with illusion, artifice,
and toxicity, leaders of the 1960s psychedelic counterculture sought to turn
these epithets back against the ‘non-drug’ culture itself. It was mainstream
American society, they argued, which was unnatural, inauthentic, and dangerous, while psychedelic drugs provided access to a more authentic and
liberating realm of experience.4 Rather than questioning the nature/artifice,
reality/illusion binaries which underwrote mainstream approaches to drug
use, countercultural leaders simply inverted them and appropriated their
positive terms for the drug experience. To the extent that both the proand anti-drug discourse remained beholden to this same set of hierarchical
distinctions, they thus shared a ‘common metaphysics’ and ‘general logic’, as
Jacques Derrida put it in his essay on ‘The Rhetoric of Drugs’.5 I shall have
recourse to Derrida’s work throughout this paper, as it provides critical insight into the way psychedelics were used to both uphold and destabilize
metaphysical hierarchies. In particular, Derrida’s notion of ‘supplementarity’
aptly encapsulates the paradox that these drugs could be treated both as
artificial and dangerous supplements to the natural body, and as ‘apt for
the liberation of this same ‘ideal’ or ‘perfect body’ from social oppression,
suppression, and repression’.6 The rhetoric of drugs thus functions to erect
boundaries between nature and artifice, essence and accident, interiority and
exteriority, but because psychedelics invariably inhabit both sides of these
boundaries at once, they can also be used to undermine them. This helps to
explain why the drugs have been so polarizing, but also so flexible in their
capacity to acquire a wide range of cultural meanings.
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Before they became the focus of a cultural conflict that split the nation, psychedelics were promising new compounds being tested for their medical
value in North American labs. The post-war period saw a dramatic expansion
of the mental health profession and a veritable revolution in psychopharmacology, fuelled largely by the development of ‘major’ and ‘minor’ tranquilizers such as Thorazine and Miltown.7 The result was not only a massive rise
7
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Whereas scholars have tended to focus on the legal or anti-drugs discourse,
this paper will concern itself with the countercultural discourse on psychedelic drugs and the way it negotiated the aporias, or paradoxes, outlined
above. While countercultural leaders claimed the psychedelic experience as
a vehicle for spiritual transcendence, communal harmony, and psychosocial
liberation, their accounts nevertheless reveal that the experience defied any
categorical separation between liberation and control, self and other, or
nature and artifice. Indeed, this was a tension inherited from the medical
engagement with psychedelic drugs and it helps to explain the continuities
between the two contexts. Already in the 1950s, North American researchers
had begun to realize the extent to which reactions to psychedelic drugs varied
enormously with the individual subject’s disposition and the environment in
which they were administered—what Leary would later term ‘set’ and ‘setting’. As a result, medical researchers acknowledged a space for the drug
‘experience’ which mediated between its chemical make-up and subjective
effects.
I shall argue that it was precisely this ambiguous experiential space which
enabled psychedelics to be mobilized for such disparate ends—as both a cause
and a cure for mental illness; both a medical tool and a countercultural agent.
Faced with these aporias, proponents of the drugs sought to distance their
benefits from their limitations, rooting the authenticity of the experience in
its ability to transcend the specificities of race, class, and gender. Even as the
counterculture vaunted the emancipatory power of psychedelic drugs, it thus
occluded the way certain power relations shaped its own engagement with the
drugs. This aspect of the discourse on psychedelics, I argue, is particularly
significant for the theory and practice of history more broadly. The paper
accordingly concludes with an argument for the suggestive parallels between
the psychedelic counterculture’s appeals to the rhetoric of ‘experience’ and
those of historians who have made this a paradigmatic term since the 1960s.
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in drug prescriptions for the treatment of psychological ailments, but
also that such drug consumption became increasingly normalized and mainstream. In 1965 alone, for instance, American doctors prescribed twenty-four
million doses of amphetamines and 123 million doses of tranquillizers.8 In
this context, the scientific profession played a key role in arbitrating between
‘legitimate medicines’ and ‘dangerous narcotics’. Yet, because psychedelic
drugs elicited ‘widely disparate subjective effects’, medical opinion was
deeply divided over their value.9
After accidentally discovering d-lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD) in 1942,
the Swiss company Sandoz Pharmaceuticals began shipping the substance to
American scientists in 1949, advertising that its peculiar properties would
deepen scientific understanding of the biochemistry of mental illness. Such
claims were based on a view, current at the time, that hallucinogenic substances like LSD and mescaline gave rise to a temporary ‘model psychosis’
akin to schizophrenia. This approach, known as the ‘psychotomimetic
model’, would dominate the psychedelic research agenda through the
1950s.10 A characteristic medical manual from 1959, for instance, recorded
that subjects under the influence of LSD experienced ‘ ‘‘illusions, hallucinations, paranoid delusions of reference, influence, persecution and grandeur’’ ’.11 It was findings such as these which inspired the CIA’s research into
the drug’s potential military value as an interrogation tool and agent of
chemical warfare.12 Launched in 1953, ‘Operation MK-ULTRA’ presupposed
that LSD induced terror and psychosis.
The medical association between psychedelics and madness would likewise
underwrite public policy after the drugs attracted controversy in the mid1960s. As early as 1962, Sidney Cohen and Keith Ditman—two of the leading
medical authorities on LSD—issued a report warning of newly discovered
dangers associated with the drug, including long-term psychosis and suicide,
and of the risks posed by an emerging black market that allowed for
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psychedelic experimentation without medical supervision.13 By 1966, a widespread moral panic had taken hold under the influence of sensational media
reports of LSD-induced mental breakdowns, culminating in the criminalization of LSD and effective termination of scientific research in 1968.14 It is
nevertheless crucial to differentiate the earlier psychotomimetic research
model, which understood psychedelic psychosis as a temporary and artificial
simulation of true mental illness, from the reports that such substances could
actually trigger real and lasting mental breakdowns, which gained currency in
the media during the later backlash against LSD. According to the former,
psychedelics offered an artificial simulation of the ‘ ‘‘experiential world of the
schizophrenic’’ ’, while the latter claimed that psychedelics rendered their
consumers permanently insane.15
Although the ‘model psychosis’ paradigm initially dominated the psychedelic research agenda, by 1957 psychiatrists began to argue that it fell short of
accounting for the substances’ therapeutic potential. Arthur Chandler and
Mortimer Hartman, for instance, had begun to employ LSD as a ‘ ‘‘facilitating
agent’’ ’ in psychotherapy, claiming that it provided access to the repressed
material stored in a patient’s unconscious.16 Meanwhile in Canada, Abram
Hoffer and Humphry Osmond were using high doses of LSD to cure chronic
alcoholics who had failed AA treatment, attributing their success to the drug’s
ability to elicit ‘a single intense experience’ of personal insight capable of
altering entrenched behaviours.17 By 1959, LSD was at the height of its medical legitimacy, hailed as a ‘wonder drug’ with therapeutic potential for conditions as diverse as alcoholism, autism, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and
terminal illness.18
What is particularly significant about these cases is that researchers did not
ascribe the drug’s therapeutic potential to its pharmacological effects, but
rather to the experience it elicited. As Hoffer put it, ‘ ‘‘we considered not the
chemical, but the experience as a key factor in therapy—in fact, we used a sort
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of psychotherapy made possible by the nature of the experience’’ ’.19
Similarly, when Sidney Cohen and Betty Eisner began administering LSD
to psychotherapy patients and recorded an unprecedented 73 per cent improvement rate, they attributed it to an LSD-induced ‘ ‘‘integrative experience. . .wherein the patient accepts himself as he is’’ ’.20 Then a psychologist
teaching at Harvard, Timothy Leary likewise framed his project to treat criminal recidivism with psilocybin in terms of a drug-induced ‘ ‘‘visionary experience’’ ’ of personal insight inspiring behavioural change.21 Experiential
approaches such as these drew upon both the anti-psychiatry movement
associated with R. D. Laing and the emerging ‘humanistic’ psychology of
Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow. In opposition to the dominant behaviourist and psychoanalytic paradigms, Maslow and Rogers sought to ‘return
conscious human experience to the center of psychology’.22 Indeed, Maslow
explicitly singled out psychedelic drugs as promising agents of therapeutic
‘peak-experiences’.23 By 1965, 30,000 to 40,000 patients had received LSD in a
therapeutic context.24
Despite their apparently contradictory agendas, the therapeutic and psychotomimetic approaches to psychedelic drugs were in fact bound together by
the same logic. Yet, how could the psychedelic experience be capable of at
once simulating and curing mental illness? The answer, for many researchers,
was that the therapeutic value of psychedelics lay in their very ability to replicate the symptoms of psychosis. For instance, R. D. Laing held that ‘freaking
out’ during an LSD trip often heralded a positive breakthrough in working
through repression.25 Hoffer and Osmond accounted for their success in
curing alcoholism by theorizing that ‘the traumatic drug experience
resembled the delirium tremens (DTs) of hitting bottom’, a harrowing experience that shocked alcoholics into changing their lives.26
Such accounts reveal the aporia at the heart of the medical debate over
psychedelic drugs, as researchers did not simply claim that psychedelics were
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either therapeutic or toxic and psychotomimetic. Rather, many considered
them to be therapeutic precisely because they elicited feelings of terror and
psychosis. Even the initial psychotomimetic paradigm was premised upon
the notion that the ‘model psychosis’ induced by psychedelic drugs would
help scientists to understand and treat mental illness. Yet in order for psychedelic psychosis to yield such insights, it necessarily had to be both temporary and artificial. In other words, it was precisely because these drugs were
artificial supplements that they could offer fundamental therapeutic insight
into the functioning of the natural body. Psychedelic drugs, as the 1950s
medical discourse understood them, thus typify the Derridean notion of
the pharmakon—that which is conceived as ‘both antidote and poison’.27
This interdependence between toxicity and therapy was effectively silenced
by the late 1960s, when the public outcry over psychedelic drugs blamed them
for triggering real and permanent psychological damage.
By then, psychedelics had moved far beyond the purview of medical science. Because of the enormous publicity it garnered, Timothy Leary’s dismissal from Harvard in 1963 has come to represent the decisive moment in
this symbolic shift, when psychedelics became identified with the values of
1960s cultural rebellion rather than investigative science. It is nevertheless
important to recognize that these substances had long inhabited a murky
borderland between science, religion, and art. Although largely unpublicized
in the media, a small coterie of artists and intellectuals had already begun to
congregate around psychedelics in the 1950s, led by figures like Aldous
Huxley and Gerald Heard. Huxley became fascinated with the drugs after
reading one of Humphry Osmond’s articles on mescaline in 1953, and famously recounted his own quasi-mystical psychedelic experience (under
Osmond’s supervision) in The Doors of Perception. Although Huxley’s approach remained relatively peripheral during the 1950s, the line between
science and religion was never very clear when it came to these drugs.
Huxley in fact lectured the New York Academy of Sciences on the prospect
of a psychedelic revolution uniting the forces of religion and pharmacology,
while some researchers even devised scientific experiments to demonstrate
the drugs’ capacity to induce mystical experiences.28
Perhaps no one embodied this ambiguity better than Leary. While the
Harvard psychologist initially framed his research on psilocybin in scientific-experimental terms, he quickly realized that ‘the nature of the [drug]
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experience depends almost entirely on set and setting’.29 It was therefore illsuited to the growing emphasis on experimental controls in pharmacological
research, which were designed to isolate a drug’s intrinsic effects from any
external variables. For Leary, it was ‘meaningless’ to talk about psychedelics in
terms of ‘the ‘‘effect of the drug’’ ’, as they simply did not produce replicable
results that could be isolated from the context in which they were taken.30 He
thus became increasingly disenchanted with what he called the ‘ ‘‘science
game’’ ’, perceiving it as an obstacle rather than an aid to getting the ‘deepest
experience out of the drugs’.31 Meanwhile, Leary’s colleagues grew uneasy
with the ‘ ‘‘anti-intellectual atmosphere’’ ’ and ‘ ‘‘outright attacks on science’’ ’ emanating from an academic who seemed less concerned with scientific research than with spreading a cultural revolution.32
The dismissal of Leary and his colleague Richard Alpert, along with the
advent of a black market in LSD, effectively broke the scientific community’s
monopoly over the supply and cultural meaning of psychedelic drugs. In the
months before he was fired, Leary had already begun to cast himself more
explicitly as a prophet and revolutionary, by advancing the cause of psychedelics as a religious, political, and civil-liberties issue. To this end, he established the International Foundation for Internal Freedom (IFIF) as an
advocacy group promoting the freedom of all ‘ ‘‘to undertake research into
the expansion of their own consciousness’’ ’, and eventually headquartered
himself with his followers at Millbrook Farm.33 Leary’s dismissal and subsequent activities helped shift media attention decisively to the non-medical
applications of psychedelic drugs.34 Despite a growing legal crackdown, recreational use of the drugs skyrocketed through 1966 and 1967, as young people
flocked to hippie enclaves like San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury district. Ken
Kesey—author of One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest—and his quirky band of
‘Merry Pranksters’ played a key role in this popularization, staging mass LSD
sessions known as ‘Acid Tests’ and shuttling across the country in a Day-Glo
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bus to spread the word about acid. By 1967, the notion of a ‘psychedelic
movement’ or ‘psychedelic revolution’ had gained widespread currency.35
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Both Leary and the medical researchers who preceded him had observed the
way psychedelics subverted the boundary between interiority and exteriority—between internal drug effect and external environment, or between the
natural body and the artificial chemical supplement. It was paradoxes such as
these—much like the way medical researchers derived therapeutic benefit
from the drugs’ toxic properties—which likewise underwrote the countercultural engagement with psychedelic drugs and help to account for the continuity between the two contexts.
These aporias are evident, for instance, in the way countercultural leaders
styled the drugs as religious sacraments offering an experience of transcendence. In doing so, they drew upon the precedent set by Huxley as well as a
growing fascination with Native American traditions that had long employed
peyote and psilocybin for religious purposes. The heightened feeling of significance so frequently invoked by psychedelic users seemed to lend itself
quite naturally to a spiritual interpretation. Studies such as Walter
Pahnke’s ‘Good Friday’ experiment, for instance, claimed that psilocybin
elicited ‘intense mystico-religious responses’ in 75 per cent of subjects
when taken in a ‘supportive setting’.36 Books exploring psychedelic spirituality also proliferated, including one by the theologian and Zen popularizer
Alan Watts, who claimed that there was ‘no essential difference’ between the
LSD experience and ‘the illuminated consciousness of the mystic’.37 Leary
was thus by no means alone in describing the psychedelic trip as ‘the deepest
religious experience of my life’.38 He was so impressed with the drug’s spiritual powers that he founded his own church, the League for Spiritual
Discovery (LSD), based around the sacramental use of psychedelics. Yet,
none conveyed the spiritual transfiguration associated with these drugs as
eloquently as Aldous Huxley, for whom mescaline fulfilled the Blakean
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promise that ‘ ‘‘if the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would
appear to man as it is, infinite’’ ’.39 Much more than a mere medical tool for
the treatment of mental illness, these figures credited the psychedelic experience with offering hidden insights of fundamental value to healthy
individuals.
Any transcendent experience achieved through recourse to psychedelic
drugs, however, could not divorce itself from the materiality of the sacrament
itself—a problem which tended to frustrate the claims of its apostles. If psychedelics enabled people to transcend the material world, this was nevertheless achieved through recourse to a material substance—one artificially
produced in a laboratory. Critics of psychedelic spirituality were quick to
point out this apparent contradiction. They disparaged Leary and his cohort
for relying upon a ‘Drugstore for the Soul’ that afforded little more than
‘ ‘‘false . . . Instant mysticism’’ ’.40 Given that mystical experience is traditionally defined as a gift of grace bestowed by a higher power or as the result of
great spiritual labour, many felt it ‘illegitimate to take a short-cut to enlightenment by popping a pill’.41 Clearly sensitive to charges like these, Watts
explicitly denied that the mystical psychedelic experience was ‘spurious or
artificial in contrast to those that come through religious discipline’, on the
grounds that ‘mystical insight is no more in the chemical itself than biological
knowledge is in the microscope’.42 Leary adopted a similar line of reasoning,
arguing that the drug ‘merely acts as a chemical key. . . [that] frees the nervous
system of its ordinary patterns and structures’.43 According to this logic,
the drug was at once merely an instrument—and therefore ancillary to the
spiritual truth of the psychedelic experience—as well as a necessary
instrument—one required in order to free the brain from the perceptual
structures preventing humans from experiencing the world ‘as it is, infinite’.
The experience of reality in its truest form was thus parasitic upon something
artificial—an external technical supplement added on to the natural body
only to reveal and substitute a lack at its very heart. The countercultural
mobilization of psychedelic drugs thus represents a classic case of the
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Derridean supplement—of that which is ‘at once accidental and essential.
Like any good parasite, it is at once inside and outside’.44
This inseparable relationship between interiority and exteriority likewise
disrupted countercultural claims that the psychedelic experience brought
individuals into greater communion with one another. For those who
came of age in a post-war climate of racial tension and Cold War conflict,
promises such as these resonated deeply. While mainstream America seemed
to be a society of estranged individuals, these barriers appeared to melt away
under the influence of psychedelic drugs, leading many to hail them as a
panacea for the social ills bedevilling American society. Allen Ginsberg
claimed that LSD allowed individuals to merge with ‘ ‘‘the vastness beyond
our conditioned selves’’ ’.45 For Tom Wolfe, it gave rise to ‘the experience of
the barrier between the subjective and objective, the personal and the impersonal, the I and the not-I disappearing’.46 Many strove to translate this experience of radical self-transcendence into new forms of communal living
and interpersonal engagement. Such was the vision informing Leary’s project
of forming a ‘transpersonative community’ in which members ingested
psychedelics with the goal of jettisoning their egos and merging into a
‘group mind’.47 It was likewise central to the Merry Pranksters’ project to
‘re-negotiate social space’ with ‘Acid Tests’.48 Watts was particularly
optimistic about the social possibilities suggested by these drugs, predicting
that they would replace the ‘imaginary, socially fabricated’ ego with a ‘strong
sensation of oneness with others. . . a far better basis for social love and order
than the fiction of the separate will’.49 The psychedelic vision thus held out the
promise of a cure for the diseases of alienation and individualism rampant in
mainstream America—a vision intimately allied with the hippie values of
peace, love, and social harmony.
Although this quest for self-transcendence was central to the countercultural discourse on psychedelics, it paradoxically emerged from an emphatically internal and incommunicable experience occurring at the level of
individual consciousness. Again and again, psychedelic users spoke of
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‘experiences for which our language has no vocabulary’, which utterly transcended ‘the narrow limitations of words and concepts’ and therefore could
not be communicated to those without first-hand experience.50 By figuring
the psychedelic experience in these terms, countercultural leaders could claim
a special expertise and authority to speak about the drug experience that
could be wielded against the drugs’ critics (most of whom had never themselves ‘experienced’ the drugs). For leaders of the New Left, however, the
ineffability of the LSD experience made it an escapist distraction that ‘drew
persons inward, removing them ‘‘from the arena of social consciousness’’ ’.51
Yet such critiques failed to grasp the extent to which the psychedelic vision
of outward social harmony depended upon the very interiority and ineffability of the drug experience. Only by using drugs to jettison the ‘tyrannical
verbal brain’, could people realize the ‘ ‘‘original identity’’ ’ of all beings
‘which ordinary language . . . so completely conceal[s]’.52 The experience
of an internal reality prior to the artificial imposition of ego or language
thus became the (paradoxical) precondition for outward communion. Not
surprisingly, the very incommunicability of the drug experience inspired a
particularly strong sense of kinship between fellow psychedelic initiates. But it
did so precisely by alienating them from the uninitiated masses of ‘straight’
America, spawning exclusive cliques like the Pranksters or Leary’s Millbrook
coterie. The criminalization of LSD only widened this gulf by creating a vast
‘illegal nation’ of marginalized drug users defined as fundamentally alien to
mainstream society.53 The countercultural discourse on psychedelic drugs
thus reveals the way in which an internal, pre-discursive experience can paradoxically serve to ground a communal identity, although it necessarily does
so by defining this community against another. In other words, psychedelics
were mobilized to both erect and to subvert boundaries between interiority
and exteriority, identity and difference.
While proponents of psychedelic drugs often eschewed traditional political
activism, this was not because they were apolitical. Instead, many considered
psychedelics to be more revolutionary than any organized political movement, for they served to liberate individuals from the inside. Such an approach sought the roots of the nation’s social and political problems within
human consciousness and was by no means exclusive to the psychedelic drug
culture, or indeed, to the 1960s. Leary thus drew upon a common countercultural trope when he argued that America’s institutions of authority had
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corrupted the natural state of the human mind, conditioning consciousness
into ‘artificial, repetitive sequences’ that promoted intolerant, competitive,
and consumerist behaviours.54 Many—including, most notably, Herbert
Marcuse—shared Leary’s faith that psychedelics could act as a ‘ ‘‘cultural
detoxicant’ ’’.55 By suspending pernicious conditioning and ‘re-imprinting . . .
new belief systems and attitudes about others and society’, these substances
would engender ‘a profound revolution in consciousness’ with vital
sociopolitical ramifications.56 Countercultural leaders thus appealed to the
physical brain as a site of counter-hegemonic re-inscription, mobilizing it
to resist an oppressive subjectivity artificially imposed from without. From
the liberated individual brain, they argued, a healthier social body would
emerge.
Despite the emancipatory role the counterculture attributed to these substances, however, it soon became clear that they possessed an equally great
oppressive potential. At a very basic level, the liberating and controlling
elements of the psychedelic experience were inextricable because the very
liberation it was meant to bestow required ‘handing over [one’s] cortex to
a drug company’.57 Yet such a criticism presupposes the natural self-sufficiency and enclosure of the individual body, to which the drug would necessarily be external and supplementary, as well as attributing undue agency to
the drug’s chemical properties. No such rigid distinction between interiority
and exteriority was possible in the case of the psychedelic experience, as it
both amplified the consumer’s own disposition and rendered him or her
more vulnerable to external suggestion. This problem became painfully evident when hippie enclaves like the Haight-Ashbury were inundated with
teenagers, for they also attracted a slew of predators seeking to take advantage
of the suggestibility of the psychedelic state.58
Neither were psychedelic propagandists innocent of employing the drugs
for the purposes of social control. The countercultural project to deploy
psychedelics as revolutionary political tools was at times eerily reminiscent
of the CIA’s plan to mobilize the drugs as weapons of chemical warfare capable of manipulating consciousness on a mass scale. While the CIA sought to
programme trips in such a way as to consistently incapacitate their consumer,
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Leary instead designed a guidebook for the psychedelic trip that would elicit a
reproducible spiritual experience. This he justified with the logic that an
already ‘free consciousness’ liberated by psychedelics nevertheless remained
dependent on the guidebook’s teachings ‘in order to be liberated’.59 Kesey
would likewise ‘order and shape’ the Pranksters’ trips and manipulate
the audio-visual equipment at the Acid Tests so as to control the group experience, even as he encouraged his followers to ‘freak freely’.60 All this points
to the remarkably coercive tendencies at work within the communities
around Leary and Kesey, focused as they were upon a charismatic leader
with virtually unchecked authority over the supply, method, and meaning
of drug use. It also suggests that both Kesey and Leary were themselves aware
that the psychedelic experience had to be controlled in order to liberate—
another of its aporias. It was not enough to de-condition inherited norms
through recourse to psychedelic drugs; new ones had to be supplied to take
their place.
In many ways, the medical discourse had set the conditions for these
paradoxes precisely by figuring the psychedelic experience as an experience,
rather than as a determined and replicable drug-effect. Rooted in the
amorphous category of experience, psychedelics could accrue a wide range
of contradictory discursive associations whose aporias frustrated any exclusive appropriation. While critics denigrated the drugs as dangerous, artificial
supplements that invaded the natural self-sufficiency of the body and drew
users into an unreal world of hallucination, countercultural leaders appealed
to the rhetoric of experience to reverse this argument. They did so, moreover,
by appealing to the very same naturalist metaphysics as their opponents,
remaining bound to the same hierarchical distinctions between nature and
artifice, inside and outside, medicine and poison. Countercultural discourse
simply re-appropriated the psychedelic experience as in fact more natural and
authentic than mainstream social life, branding the latter as itself the unnatural pathology in need of a cure. The rhetoric of experience was central to this
authorizing project, as it allowed the drugs’ proponents to divert attention
away from the artificial nature of the drug and onto the experience of truth to
which it purportedly gave rise. In doing so, they did not dispute the metaphysical binaries at the heart of the mainstream culture they criticized, but
instead reinforced the privilege it placed on nature over artifice, truth over
illusion, essence over accident, and identity over difference.
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In order for the psychedelic experience to be identified with these privileged qualities, its aporias had to be effectively silenced. Either psychedelic
drugs provided access to a more fundamental and beneficial set of truths, or
they were merely artificial hallucinogens. Psychedelic activists therefore consistently downplayed both the ambivalence of the drug experience and any
other internal differences which threatened to disrupt its claims to universality. In order for the psychedelic experience to be truly authentic and universal, in other words, it necessarily had to occur at a level more fundamental
than differences based on race, gender, and class. Allen Ginsberg, for instance,
claimed that LSD transcended all human boundaries, ‘particularly black and
white, particularly square and hippie . . . particularly Birchite and faggot
individualist’.61 Because spiritual transcendence, communal harmony, and
personal liberation affected ‘man at the very center of his nature’, the psychedelic crusaders assumed these substances to be universally valuable, and
that their goal ‘ ‘‘was Every Man’s’’ ’.62 Such sweeping claims to universality
concealed, however, the distinctly white, male, middle-class bias within the
countercultural discourse on psychedelics, obscuring how certain power relations and forms of difference affected it.
This experiential rhetoric of universality masked, for instance, the psychedelic counterculture’s appropriation of non-white cultural markers. Even
though psychedelic drug use attracted a predominantly white demographic,
proponents tended to associate the drugs with non-white cultures in order to
trumpet the authenticity of the psychedelic experience, over and against the
artificiality of western norms. Drawing upon a long orientalist tradition, these
propagandists identified their cause with the exotic Other, presenting it as the
source of truths undiscovered by western culture. Nowhere was this clearer
than in the relationship between the counterculture and Native American
traditions. Most psychedelic drugs aside from LSD—such as peyote, mescaline, and psilocybin—were imported from an indigenous cultural setting,
which allowed psychedelic activists to present their movement as the heir
to an age-old Native tradition of sacramental drug use. Leary compared his
own campaign to legalize LSD, for instance, with the plight of Southwestern
tribes who had struggled against colonial priests seeking to deprive them of
their sacred plants.63 Yet, few Native Americans themselves identified with
the psychedelic counterculture and the accounts of Native psychedelic rituals
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upon which it drew were usually penned by outside observers. The Native
American Church’s ritual use of peyote was also an entirely distinct phenomenon from the hippie ‘dope churches’ organized primarily for the purpose of
drug use.64
In articulating the spiritual aspect of the psychedelic experience, countercultural leaders also relied heavily upon the language of eastern mysticism,
tending to conflate a variety of disparate religious traditions. For instance,
Huxley’s description of the mescaline state fused the vocabulary of the
Christian ‘Beatific Vision’, the Hindu ‘Sat Chit Ananda’, and the Buddhist
‘Dharma-Body’ into a single essentialized mystical vision.65 Similarly, the
atmosphere at Millbrook mingled drug use with Hindu chants, Buddhist
meditation, and readings from the ancient Chinese I Ching.66 Leary’s
manual for the psychedelic experience, based as it was on the Tibetan Book
of the Dead, appropriated an esoteric religious tradition designed to be passed
down from master to initiate, in the service of a public and entirely foreign
cultural project. The psychedelic discourse thus relied upon both an affirmation and an overcoming of the cultural specificity and otherness of ‘eastern’
and Native American traditions.
Likewise absent from the countercultural discourse was an account of the
way gender mediated and differentiated the drug experience. While psychedelic activists painted the psychedelic experience as a great emancipator from
mainstream social norms, this did not appear to extend to the questioning of
traditional gender roles. The poet Diane di Prima published an account of her
stay at Millbrook that is instructive in this regard. Despite the unorthodox
lifestyle at the mansion, di Prima reveals that female guests were nevertheless
expected to cook and care for any children, while the men were freer to engage
in drug experimentation.67 Moreover, the literature on drug exploration that
proliferated in the 1950s and 1960s rarely presented women in an active role.
Instead, their stories appeared in the ‘passive context’ of patient case histories
and sensationalized media reports of drug-induced sexual impropriety, or
were published pseudonymously. Many of the wives of prominent psychedelic advocates, such as Laura Huxley and Rosemary Leary, actively participated in the psychedelic movement but did so in the shadow of their

Psychedelic Drugs and the Problem of Experience

203

III

In demonstrating the various ways the countercultural discourse on psychedelic drugs elided the mediating role of ethnic, gender, and class identities, I
do not wish to suggest that the experiences defined by these identities were
necessarily more authentic or real than those articulated by countercultural
68
69
70

71

72

See Boon, Road of Excess, 253.
Leary, in Charters, Portable Sixties Reader, 340.
Abram Hoffer, ‘The Confrontation between the Psychedelic Experience and Society’,
Canadian Dimension 4 (1967), 7.
Lee and Schlain, Acid Dreams, 99; See the account of the meeting between the two groups
in Wolfe, Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test, 104–7.
Leary, Politics of Ecstasy, 105.

Downloaded from http://past.oxfordjournals.org/ at University of California, San Francisco on December 9, 2014

husbands’ fame.68 The counterculture’s rhetoric of universality thus consistently veiled the particularity of women’s engagement with psychedelic drugs.
This rhetoric likewise obscured the mediating role of class. While the
drugs’ promoters presented their cause as a battle against the Establishment, the psychedelic culture in fact originated within elite social circles
and institutions. That psychedelic experimentation began among cultural
elites is perhaps not surprising given the substances’ initial confinement to
the sphere of academic research. Leary and Alpert gained access to the drugs
through these official channels, and after realizing their wider potential,
Huxley advised the two to target ‘the talented, the well-born, the intelligent
rich, and others in positions of influence’ as the best means of spreading a
‘psychedelic revolution’.69 Implementing this advice, Leary attracted a following of scientists, artists, intellectuals, and businessmen, just as a circle of
cultural luminaries interested in psychedelics had formed around Huxley and
Heard a decade earlier. Yet, as the black market in LSD flourished and made it
accessible to the masses, tensions between elitism and populism began to
emerge within the psychedelic leadership. While Kesey and Ginsberg advocated the popularization of psychedelics on a mass scale, Huxley, Hoffer, and
Leary sought to restrict their use to adults with ‘special needs and skills’, who
would undertake ‘the experience in a responsible way’ under the supervision
of trained experts.70 Leary thus conceived of his Millbrook coterie as the
‘vanguard of a psychic revolution’, while Kesey cultivated a more grassroots,
working-class sensibility that was openly hostile to Leary’s approach.71 In
contrast to Leary’s ‘high church psychedelic’, with its staid piety, scholarly
methods, and aristocratic sensibility, Kesey’s ‘low church psychedelic’ prized
spontaneity, fun, and shock-value.72 Class dynamics thus affected and differentiated the psychedelic culture in critical ways.
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leaders. Instead, I simply aim to illustrate how each appeal to the rhetoric of
experience involves a choice as to what is authentic and central to that experience and what is ancillary to it—a choice which can always be challenged
by competing claims to experiential authenticity. It is this aspect of the
psychedelic discourse which is significant for the practice of history more
broadly. I shall therefore conclude by highlighting some of the striking parallels between appeals to the rhetoric of experience on behalf of psychedelic
drugs and those of historians who have made ‘experience’ a foundational
term in the discipline since the 1960s. In this way, I hope to underscore the
wider methodological implications of the history of psychedelic drugs.
Countercultural leaders were neither the first nor the last to appeal to the
authority of experience to legitimize their project. Around the same time that
psychedelic researchers began invoking the language of experience to open up
a space between the drugs’ pharmacology and their subjective effects, a group
of Marxist historians in Britain turned to the very same category to provide a
mediating space between economic structures and class-consciousness. In
1963, the same year Timothy Leary was fired from Harvard, E. P.
Thompson published The Making of the English Working Class. In it, he
sought to recover ‘the agency of working people’ located in ‘the raw material
of [their] experience’—something he claimed was irreducible to the ideology
of the dominant class.73 ‘Through the missing term, ‘‘experience’’ ’, he
argued, ‘structure is transmuted into process, and the subject re-enters history’.74 In appealing to ‘experience’ as a site of working-class agency and
authenticity, Thompson was deeply indebted to Raymond Williams’ holistic
understanding of this concept, which he once defined as ‘the fullest, most
open, most active kind of consciousness’, in contrast to ‘more specialized or
limited states or faculties’.75 This powerful experiential rhetoric of authenticity is remarkably close to the language employed by the counterculture to
legitimize the psychedelic experience. Both groups invoked ‘experience’ as
the source of a communal identity capable of resisting the oppressive norms
and structures of the dominant culture. In doing so, moreover, both denuded
other identity-based claims upon the authority of experience.
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In the decades that followed, Williams and Thompson began to attract
criticism for the way their holistic account of working-class experience
tended to occlude—just as the psychedelic drug discourse had—differences
based on gender, race, or sexuality.76 And yet, these critiques frequently appealed to the very same rhetoric of experiential authenticity and agency to
ground their claims on behalf of competing identities. In calling for historians
to attend to ‘the material conditions of the collective black experience’,
for instance, Thomas Holt defended its status as ‘an experience semiautonomous from and/or contradictory to . . . the dominant discourse of a
slave society’.77 The notion of experience as an authentic space that resists the
ideology of the powerful was here redeployed to ground a racial rather than a
class identity, re-inscribing what was previously considered supplementary as
in fact the most fundamental aspect of experience. Much like the psychedelic
counterculture, historians thus mobilized the rhetoric of experience to
underwrite distinctions between insiders and outsiders and ground a
shared group identity. Each such appeal necessarily involved both an authorization and a de-legitimation—a choice distinguishing what is real or essential from that which is supplementary or super-structural.
In her 1991 essay on ‘The Evidence of Experience’, Joan Scott took issue
with the way these historians have appealed to the experiences of women, the
working class, or other marginalized groups as historically ‘uncontestable
evidence’. Doing so only naturalizes these differences, she argued, with the
result that ‘the evidence of experience then becomes evidence for the fact of
difference, rather than a way of exploring how difference is established’.78
Treating identity-based experiences as objective historical data thus serves to
authorize a politics based on the primacy of these identities. But it also shores
up the historian’s own authority as an objective observer, by obscuring his or
her interpretive role in deciding what counts as experience. By presenting
‘women’s experience’ or ‘working-class experience’ as a historical given, Scott
argued, such appeals elide the historian’s ‘own role in determining the salience of certain things and not others’—the way he or she ‘excludes whole
realms of human activity by simply not counting them as experience’.79
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In other words, experience is never simply given as a historical object; nor
does it operate a priori as a site of agency and authenticity. Precisely by
mobilizing the category of experience in these terms, however, both psychedelic propagandists and historians have obscured the historicity and the strategic nature of their own appeals to experience. By treating experience as an
unmediated source of truth, they have masked the work performed by the
appeal to experience itself—the way such appeals underwrite the authority of
the speaker and his or her political project. Beyond asking whether historians
can recover the evidence of experience, in other words, it might also prove
worthwhile to consider how appeals to such evidence underwrite the epistemic authority of the historian, as well as the role they play in policing the
boundary between the ‘real’ stuff of history and what is considered epiphenomenal or even irrelevant to it.
It is therefore fitting that the story of psychedelic drugs, which has been
(understandably) eclipsed in the historiography of the 1960s by the Civil
Rights Movement, second-wave feminism, and the New Left, should serve
as a vehicle for these insights into the functioning of a major historical category. If the psychedelic drug culture has been deemed relatively insignificant, this suggests that historians have tended to accept dominant cultural
narratives defining non-medical drug use as escapist or artificial, and therefore as historically and politically irrelevant. In accordance with the logic of
supplementarity, however, these substances tell us much about the operation
of fundamental cultural distinctions—between truth and illusion, inside and
outside—which organize discourses far beyond those specifically concerned
with drugs. What initially appears to be just a story about hallucinogens thus
sheds light on key categories structuring the contemporary writing of history
and the inevitable decisions it involves about what counts as historically
significant. It also reveals the extraordinary purchase and wide-ranging applicability that the category of experience acquired during the 1950s and
1960s, enabling it to be deployed across registers as diverse as scientific research, countercultural advocacy, and historical writing.

