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31 Highlights

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 151

I didn’t know it at the time, but the difference between these two experiences of the same drug demonstrated 

something important, and special, about psychedelics: the critical influence of “set” and “setting.” Set is the 

mind-set or expectation one brings to the experience, and setting is the environment in which it takes place. 

Compared with other drugs, psychedelics seldom affect people the same way twice, because they tend to 

magnify whatever’s already going on both inside and outside one’s head.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 162

Carl Jung once wrote that it is not the young but people in middle age who need to have an “experience of the 

numinous” to help them negotiate the second half of their lives. By the time I arrived safely in my fifties, life 

seemed to be running along a few deep but comfortable grooves: a long and happy marriage alongside an 

equally long and gratifying career.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 177

“Individuals transcend their primary identification with their bodies and experience ego-free states,” one of the 

researchers was quoted as saying. They “return with a new perspective and profound acceptance.”

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 190

LSD appears to disable such conventionalized, shorthand modes of perception and, by doing so, restores a 

childlike immediacy, and sense of wonder, to our experience of reality, as if we were seeing everything for the 

first time. (Leaves!)

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 275

No, just about how, over time, we tend to optimize and conventionalize our responses to whatever life brings. 

Each of us develops our shorthand ways of slotting and processing everyday experiences and solving problems, 

and while this is no doubt adaptive—it helps us get the job done with a minimum of fuss—eventually it becomes 

rote. It dulls us. The muscles of attention atrophy.

http://amzn.asia/9XFzjud


Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 863

In 1971, Richard Nixon declared Timothy Leary, a washed-up psychology professor, “the most dangerous man 

in America.” Psychedelics were nourishing the counterculture, and the counterculture was sapping the 

willingness of America’s young to fight. The Nixon administration sought to blunt the counterculture by 

attacking its neurochemical infrastructure.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 1277

He showed a slide of a steaming heap of oily black sludge before inoculating it with the spores of oyster 

mushrooms, and then a second photograph of the same pile taken four weeks later, when it was reduced by a 

third and covered in a thick mantle of snowy white oyster mushrooms. It was a performance, and a feat of 

alchemy, I won’t soon forget. But Stamets’s aspirations for the fungal kingdom go well beyond turning 

petrochemical sludge into arable soil. Indeed, in his view there is scarcely an ecological or medical problem that 

mushrooms can’t help solve. Cancer? Stamets’s extract of turkey tail mushrooms (Trametes versicolor) has been 

shown to help cancer patients by stimulating their immune systems. (Stamets claims to have used it to help cure 

his mother’s stage 4 breast cancer.) Bioterrorism? After 9/11, the federal government’s Bioshield program asked 

to screen hundreds of the rare mushroom strains in Stamets’s collection and found several that showed strong 

activity against SARS, smallpox, herpes, and bird and swine flu. (If this strikes you as implausible, remember 

that penicillin is the product of a fungus.) Colony collapse disorder (CCD)? After watching honeybees visiting a 

woodpile to nibble on mycelium, Stamets identified several species of fungus that bolster the bees’ resistance to 

infection and CCD. Insect infestation? A few years ago, Stamets won a patent for a “mycopesticide”—a mutant 

mycelium from a species of Cordyceps that, after being eaten by carpenter ants, colonizes their bodies and kills 

them, but not before chemically inducing the ant to climb to the highest point in its environment and then 

bursting a mushroom from the top of its head that releases its spores to the wind.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 1306

(The biggest organism on earth is not a whale or a tree but a mushroom—a honey fungus in Oregon that is 2.4 

miles wide.)

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 1340

Psilocybes are saprophytes, living off dead plant matter and dung. They are denizens of disturbed land, popping 

up most often in the habitats created by ecological catastrophe, such as landslides, floods, storms, and volcanoes.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 1403

“I want to discuss the high likelihood that the Stoned Ape Theory, first presented by Roland Fischer and then 

popularized/restated by Terence McKenna, is probably true—[ingestion of psilocybin] causing a rapid 

development of the hominid brain for analytical thinking and societal bonding. Did you know that 23 primates 

(including humans) consume mushrooms and know how to distinguish ‘good’ from ‘bad’?”



Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 1549

The sacramental use of psychoactive mushrooms had been kept secret from Westerners for four hundred years, 

since shortly after the Spanish conquest, when it was driven underground. The best account we have of the 

practice is that of the Spanish missionary priest Bernardino de Sahagún, who in the sixteenth century described 

the use of mushrooms in an Aztec religious observance: These they ate before dawn with honey, and they also 

drank cacao before dawn. The mushrooms they ate with honey when they began to get heated from them, they 

began to dance, and some sang, and some wept . . . Some cared not to sing, but would sit down in their rooms, 

and stayed there pensive-like. And some saw in a vision that they were dying, and they wept, and others saw in a 

vision that some wild beast was eating them, others saw in a vision that they were taking captives in war . . . 

others saw in a vision that they were to commit adultery and that their heads were to be bashed in therefor . . . 

Then when the drunkenness of the mushrooms had passed, they spoke one with another about the visions that 

they had seen.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 1763

Eaten in small doses, psychedelic mushrooms might well increase fitness in animals, by increasing sensory 

acuity and possibly focus as well. A 2015 review article in the Journal of Ethnopharmacology reported that 

several tribes around the world feed psychoactive plants to their dogs in order to improve their hunting ability.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 2030

As the literary theorists would say, the psychedelic experience is highly “constructed.” If you are told you will 

have a spiritual experience, chances are pretty good that you will, and, likewise, if you are told the drug may 

drive you temporarily insane, or acquaint you with the collective unconscious, or help you access “cosmic 

consciousness,” or revisit the trauma of your birth, you stand a good chance of having exactly that kind of 

experience.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 2219

“My 12 Hours as a Madman” gave way to the enthusiastic testimonials of the numerous Hollywood celebrities 

who had had transformative experiences in the offices of Oscar Janiger, Betty Eisner, and Sidney Cohen and a 

growing number of other therapists. Anaïs Nin, Jack Nicholson, Stanley Kubrick, André Previn, James Coburn, 

and the beat comedian Lord Buckley all underwent LSD therapy, many of them on the couch of Oscar Janiger.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 2510

know of one Bay Area tech company today that uses psychedelics in its management training. A handful of 

others have instituted “microdosing Fridays.”)

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 2587

The Whole Earth Network Brand would subsequently gather together (which included Peter Schwartz, Esther 

Dyson, Kevin Kelly, Howard Rheingold, and John Perry Barlow) and play a key role in redefining what 



computers meant and did, helping to transform them from a top-down tool of the military-industrial complex—

with the computer punch card a handy symbol of Organization Man—into a tool of personal liberation and 

virtual community, with a distinctly countercultural vibe. How much does the idea of cyberspace, an immaterial 

realm where one can construct a new identity and merge with a community of virtual others, owe to an 

imagination shaped by the experience of psychedelics? Or for that matter virtual reality?

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 3002

Who among the first generation of psychedelic researchers would dispute a word of this classic gust of Leary 

exuberance, circa 1963: “Make no mistake: the effect of consciousness-expanding drugs will be to transform our 

concepts of human nature, of human potentialities, of existence. The game is about to be changed, ladies and 

gentlemen. Man is about to make use of that fabulous electrical network he carries around in his skull. Present 

social establishments had better be prepared for the change. Our favorite concepts are standing in the way of a 

floodtide, two billion years building up. The verbal dam is collapsing. Head for the hills, or prepare your 

intellectual craft to flow with the current.”

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 3139

R. D. Laing once said there are three things human beings are afraid of: death, other people, and their own 

minds. Put me down as two for three. But there are moments when curiosity gets the better of fear. I guess for 

me such a moment had arrived.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 4322

Another trippy thought experiment is to try to imagine the world as it appears to a creature with an entirely 

different sensory apparatus and way of life. You quickly realize there is no single reality out there waiting to be 

faithfully and comprehensively transcribed. Our senses have evolved for a much narrower purpose and take in 

only what serves our needs as animals of a particular kind. The bee perceives a substantially different spectrum 

of light than we do; to look at the world through its eyes is to perceive ultraviolet markings on the petals of 

flowers (evolved to guide their landings like runway lights) that don’t exist for us. That example is at least a kind 

of seeing—a sense we happen to share with bees. But how do we even begin to conceive of the sense that allows 

bees to register (through the hairs on their legs) the electromagnetic fields that plants produce? (A weak charge 

indicates another bee has recently visited the flower; depleted of nectar, it’s probably not worth a stop.) Then 

there is the world according to an octopus!

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 4408

The grip of an overbearing ego can enforce a rigidity in our thinking that is psychologically destructive. It may 

be socially and politically destructive too, in that it closes the mind to information and alternative points of view.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 4531

The adult brain directs the spotlight of its attention where it will and then relies on predictive coding to make 

sense of what it perceives. This is not at all the child’s approach, Gopnik has discovered. Being inexperienced in 



the way of the world, the mind of the young child has comparatively few priors, or preconceptions, to guide her 

perceptions down the predictable tracks. Instead, the child approaches reality with the astonishment of an adult 

on psychedelics. What this means for cognition and learning can be best understood by looking at machine 

learning, or artificial intelligence, Gopnik suggests. In teaching computers how to learn and solve problems, AI 

designers speak in terms of “high temperature” and “low temperature” searches for the answers to questions. A 

low-temperature search (so-called because it requires less energy) involves reaching for the most probable or 

nearest-to-hand answer, like the one that worked for a similar problem in the past. Low-temperature searches 

succeed more often than not. A high-temperature search requires more energy because it involves reaching for 

less likely but possibly more ingenious and creative answers—those found outside the box of preconception. 

Drawing on its wealth of experience, the adult mind performs low-temperature searches most of the time.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 4569

“If you want to understand what an expanded consciousness looks like, all you have to do is have tea with a four-

year-old.” Or drop a tab of LSD.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 4956

An individual human existence should be like a river: small at first, narrowly contained within its banks, and 

rushing passionately past rocks and over waterfalls. Gradually, the river grows wider, the banks recede, the 

waters flow more quietly, and in the end, without any visible break, they become merged in the sea, and 

painlessly lose their individual being.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 5093

When neuroscientists who study vision use fMRIs to image brain activity, they find that the same regions in the 

visual cortex light up whether one is seeing an object live—“online”—or merely recalling or imagining it, off-

line. This suggests that the ability to visualize our thoughts should be the rule rather than the exception. Some 

neuroscientists suspect that during normal waking hours something in the brain inhibits the visual cortex from 

presenting to consciousness a visual image of whatever it is we’re thinking about. It’s not hard to see why such 

an inhibition might be adaptive: cluttering the mind with vivid images would complicate reasoning and abstract 

thought, not to mention everyday activities like walking or driving a

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 5110

“So much of human suffering stems from having this self that needs to be psychologically defended at all costs. 

We’re trapped in a story that sees ourselves as independent, isolated agents acting in the world. But that self is 

an illusion. It can be a useful illusion, when you’re swinging through the trees or escaping from a cheetah or 

trying to do your taxes. But at the systems level, there is no truth to it. You can take any number of more 

accurate perspectives: that we’re a swarm of genes, vehicles for passing on DNA; that we’re social creatures 

through and through, unable to survive alone; that we’re organisms in an ecosystem, linked together on this 

planet floating in the middle of nowhere.



Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 5185

I was reminded of an experiment that several of the addiction researchers I interviewed had told me about—the 

so-called rat park experiment. It’s well known in the field of drug abuse research that rats in a cage given access 

to drugs of various kinds will quickly addict themselves, pressing the little levers for the drug on offer in 

preference to food, often to the point of death. Much less well known, however, is the fact that if the cage is 

“enriched” with opportunities for play, interaction with other rats, and exposure to nature, the same rats will 

utterly ignore the drugs and so never become addicted. The rat park experiments lend support to the idea that the 

propensity to addiction might have less to do with genes or chemistry than with one’s personal history and 

environment.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 5215

Keltner’s lab found that if you ask people to draw themselves before and after viewing awe-inspiring images of 

nature, the after-awe self-portraits will take up considerably less space on the page. An experience of awe 

appears to be an excellent antidote for egotism.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 5430

The usual antonym for the word “spiritual” is “material.” That at least is what I believed when I began this 

inquiry—that the whole issue with spirituality turned on a question of metaphysics. Now I’m inclined to think a 

much better and certainly more useful antonym for “spiritual” might be “egotistical.”

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 5578

“mental health club,” as Julie Holland, a psychiatrist who used to work with Stephen Ross at Bellevue, described 

it. “Sort of like a cross between a spa/retreat and a gym, where people can experience psychedelics in a safe, 

supportive environment.”*

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 8420

“A human being is a part of the whole called by us ‘Universe,’ a part limited in time and space. He experiences 

himself, his thoughts and feeling as something separated from the rest—a kind of optical delusion of his 

consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a 

few persons nearest to us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of 

compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.” (Walter Sullivan, “The 

Einstein Papers: A Man of Many Parts,” The New York Times, March 29, 1972.) * Quoted in Charles S.

Highlight (Yellow)  |  Location 8439

Tom Insel, who after leaving the NIMH went to work for Google’s life science subsidiary, Verily, before joining 

a mental health start-up called Mindstrong Health, told me that there are now algorithms that can reliably 

diagnose depression based on the frequency and context of one’s use of the first-person pronoun.


