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Literature Review: Altered States of Consciousness

The term Altered State of Consciousness was an expression used in relation to hypnosis around 1892 and in relation to epilepsy a little later in 1904 (Mailhouse). Arnold M Ludwig referred to ASC in 1966 whilst presenting a paper on Possession States in Primitive People and by 1969, it was a commonly held term used by psychologists such as Charles Tart and Stanislav Grof. However, it was psychologist Williams James (1842-1910) who initially investigated ASC’s and experimented with mind altering drugs. 

In his seminal work The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), James argued that ASC’s impart exceptional meaning and understanding to experience, enhancing our power of cognition and need to be studied as part of our evolution of human spirituality in different cultures. The questions James raised in this and his other ground making book Principles of Psychology (1890) were only slightly addressed by depth psychology and religious studies, until interest in the neurosciences in the latter part of the 20th Century. However, religious experiences can be traced back to time immemorial, the psychology of which came much later under the umbrella of psychoanalysis, a clinical method for treating psychopathology, established by Austrian neurologist Sigmund Freud (1856-1939). Freud’s exploration of the unconscious led to numerous works, including The Interpretation of Dreams (1899) and Civilisation and its Discontents (1930). 

Roberto Assagioli (1888-1974) the inventor of psychosynthesis, a humanistic and transpersonal psychology was, alongside Carl Jung (1875-1961), the founder of Analytic Psychology, instrumental in developing new models of psychoanalysis aligned with spirituality. Assagioli’s seminal works include The Act of Will (1973) outlining the esoterically, transpersonal and universal will and Transpersonal Development: The Dimension Beyond Psychosynthesis (1993), where he presents a vision of the integration of cultural, scientific, and human aspects, which can give birth to a new humanity. In the collected works of C G Jung (1980) such as Psychogenesis of Mental Disease (1907-14; 1919-58) and Psychology and Religion: West and East (1932-52), Jung presents his theory of individuation, a process of continuing self-development of psychic growth and health. In Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious (1934-55) Jung developed the notion of the collective unconscious, a transcendent primordial realm accessible by humanity through the use of story, art, religion, myths, or dreams and is the deepest level of the psyche consisting of archetypal images of symbolic universal meaning. Jung held a different concept to Freud’s theory of the unconscious and in his book Psychology of the Unconscious (1912), highlights their disagreements over the nature of libido and religion, which ultimately led to the break with Freud. 

Wilhelm Reich (1897-1957), a pupil of Freud, wrote his classic seminal book on Character Analysis (1933) opening the way to a biophysical approach to disease and its prevention. It influenced Alexander Lowen (1910-2008) whose own classic work: The Language of the Body (1958) outlined the foundations of character structure and describes how personality is expressed in the form and function of the body. Bioenergetics was born and became an instrumental body psychotherapy for the Human Potential Movement, alongside Gestalt practice developed by Fritz Perls (1893-1970), presented in Gestalt Therapy (1951) that claims a heightened awareness, increased sensory perception and motoric behaviour. 

Meanwhile LSD was discovered by chemist Albert Hoffman (1906-2008) in the nineteen forties and his findings are published in LSD, my problem child: Reflections on sacred drugs, mysticism, and science (2009). Walter Pahnke (1931-1971), psychiatrist and consciousness researcher in Implications of LSD and Experimental Mysticism (1966), spoke about cosmic unity, describing an LSD subject’s experiences of transcendence in the ‘Good Friday’ experiment. Similarities can be drawn with the ‘peak experiences’ that Abraham Maslow (1908-1970), describes in Toward a Psychology of Being (1962) and Religions, Values, and Peak-Experiences (1964). This is when the subject reaches a state of ‘effortless being’ and time appears suspended, leading to a feeling of unity with the universe and can lead to “self-actualisation”. Aldous Huxley’s, The doors of perception. And, heaven and hell. (2004) was popularised at the time for the author’s insights after experimenting with mescaline, a hallucinogenic, as was Jung’s book on Synchronicity (1960). To Jung, synchronicity is a meaningful coincidence in time, a psychic factor which is independent of space and time. 

In 1968, Maslow, Stanislav Grof, Charles Tart and others established a new psychology, they termed ‘transpersonal’ which advanced Freudian psychoanalysis. In Grof’s own publication, Realms of the human Unconscious (1975) on his observations from LSD research, he confirmed the observations and ideas of the Vienna psychoanalysts, Reich and Otto Rank (1884-1939) in tracing back trauma to the perinatal and pre-perinatal levels, which seriously challenged Freud’s understanding at the time.  Grof ‘formulates a new psychological hypothesis of “Holotropic” (expanded) states of consciousness’ (2012: 230) and develops an experimental type of psychotherapy: ‘Holotropic Breathwork’ (HB). This is in order for traumas of significance to be relived, so that the emotions and blocked physical energies attached to them can be fully expressed. Like Jung, in Psychological Commentary on Kundalini Yoga (1975), Grof viewed HB as similar to the kundalini awakening and an opportunity for self-healing. In, The Stormy Search for the Self (1991), Grof reports that ‘individuals undergoing Kundalini awakening often describe ecstatic states associated with reaching higher levels of consciousness’ (1991: 95). 
Grof proposed a psychological hypothesises to explain near-death experience and that NDE reflects memories of the birth process with the tunnel representing the birth canal. It has been suggested by a peered reviewed article in the APA journal Psychology of Consciousness: ‘False Memories in Therapy and Hypnosis before 1980’ that Grof’s patients may have experienced false memories of birth and before birth (Patihis, 2015). British writer and sceptic Susan Blackmore also criticised Grof’s theory of Near-Death-Experience (NDE) claiming that ‘the new born infant would not see anything like a tunnel as it was being born’ (1991). The theory was also refuted by psychologist Chris French in his study of Near Death experiences in Cardiac Arrest Survivors (2005) questioning why it is common for those born by caesarean section to experience a tunnel during the NDE, and Michael Shermer in Why people believe weird things (1997), pointing out the birth canal hardly looks like a tunnel and before birth the child’s eyes are closed with its head normally down.
Charles Tart, psychologist and parapsychologist, author of Altered state of Consciousness (1969) and States of Consciousness (1975) proposes in The Psychobiology of Consciousness (1980), ‘a systems approach to altered states’ and as the title suggests, Tart creates a psychological framework, so the collected data can be studied in an ordered pattern. Tart questions our assumption that ordinary states of consciousness is “natural” or the way consciousness ought to be. Consequently, altered states are viewed as inferior or pathological. In order to overcome cultural conditioning, Tart suggests we need to develop the ability to recognise the assumptions that limit us. Tart concludes that these new understandings may be the only way to fully understand some human experiences, such as mystical. However, Tart was subsequently criticised for how he conducted his experiments.

Tart carried out an Out-of-body experience (OBE) experiment in 1968 and was criticised by colleagues for inadequate controls, suggesting it lacked sufficient evidence for an OBE. Psychologists Leonard Zusne and Warren Jones in Anomalistic Psychology: A Study of Magical Thinking (1989) suggest the subject could have obtained the number through ordinary sensory means and psychologist James Alcock in Parapsychology-Science or Magic? (1981) criticized the experiment for inadequate controls, questioning the absence of a video camera. Tart has rightly drawn criticism from the scientific community regarding a failed psychokinesis (PK) experiment. Neurologist Terence Hines suggests in Pseudoscience and the Paranormal (2003), there was a procedural flaw in the experiment and is thereby an example of a non-falsifiable hypothesis in parapsychology. Psychologist David Marks and Christopher Scott in their correspondence to Nature on Remote Viewing Exposed (1986) castigate Tart for his failure to perform the basic task of cue removal. 

Thus, it is clear from this brief literary review that our understanding of Altered States from a psychological frame of reference has changed considerably over the years and will continue to do so. On the other hand, Religious Experience has much to add to the subject, as identified by James in his attempt to combine both disciplines. I have no doubt Neuroscience will also bring a fresh perspective to the debate. 
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