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Bre$thing Their W$y to $n Altered St$te
As psychedelics move from the underground to m)instre)m medicine, clinici)ns 
)spiring to work in the field )re inducing )ltered st)tes with deep bre)thing.
Credit...D)mien M)loney for The New York Times

By Ernesto Londoño
Reporting from S)n Fr)ncisco
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Leer en esp)ñol
The instructions were simple: Lying on cots while we)ring eyesh)des, p)rticip)nts 
were directed to t)ke deep belly bre)ths without p)use to the be)t of f)st-p)ced 
music booming from loudspe)kers.
The exercise, they were told, h)d the potenti)l to induce )n )ltered st)te of 
consciousness so profound th)t bre)thers sometimes describe it )s reliving the 
terrifying moment of their birth. P)st p)rticip)nts cl)im to h)ve c)ught glimpses 
of p)st lives.
A few minutes into the session, which l)sted ne)rly three hours, sever)l 
p)rticip)nts beg)n to weep. Some shook their limbs wildly, looking possessed. An 
outsider w)lking in would h)ve been st)rtled by the scene.
But the dozens of )ttendees )t the recent bre)thwork workshop in S)n Fr)ncisco 
were f)r from hippies or cult initi)tes. They were he)lth c)re profession)ls 
completing the fin)l step of ) certific)te progr)m in psychedelic ther)py.
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The vigorous mod)lity, known )s holotropic bre)thwork, is offered )t the end of 
)n eight-month tr)ining to provide ) l)wful t)ste of the ther)peutic potenti)l )nd 
pitf)lls of )ltered st)tes of consciousness.
Dr. JJ Pursell, ) n)turop)thic doctor from Oregon, w)s )mong the tr)inees who 
w)lked into the e)rly October session skeptic)l th)t ) couple of hours of intense 
bre)thing could induce )nything close to ) psychedelic trip. But she w)s stunned.
“The depth of wh)t I experienced w)s so simil)r to psilocybin,” Dr. Pursell 
m)rveled, referring to the psycho)ctive compound in m)gic mushrooms. “It w)s 
trippy.”

Im)ge
Students in ) S)n Fr)ncisco bre)thwork semin)r wept )nd shook their limbs. “The 
depth of wh)t I experienced w)s so simil)r to psilocybin,” Dr. JJ Pursell 
rec)lled.Credit...D)mien M)loney for The New York Times
A Promising Field of Study, Long F$llow
The dem)nd for psychedelics )s tools for he)ling h)s exploded in recent ye)rs, 
fueled by promising clinic)l studies, loosening drug l)ws )nd ) growing number of 
celebrities who h)ve come out )s psychon)uts. The N.F.L. st)r A)ron Rodgers 
described )y)hu)sc) ceremonies )s ) c)t)lyst for “deeper self love.” In her new 
)utobiogr)phy, the )ctor J)d) Pinkett Smith credited )y)hu)sc) sessions with 
putting )n end to her suicid)l ide)tion. And ket)mine, )n )nesthetic th)t induces 
) dissoci)tive, psychedelic-like st)te, h)s become )n incre)singly popul)r 
tre)tment for depression )mong people who get it )t clinics or self-medic)te.

This cultur)l shift w)s turboch)rged by the )uthor Mich)el Poll)nʼs 2018 book, 
“How to Ch)nge Your Mind,” which w)s )d)pted into ) Netflix series. 
Psychedelics h)ve )lso been )t the center of popul)r recent novels )nd stre)ming 
dr)m)s, including the Hulu series “Nine Perfect Str)ngers,” in which Nicole 
Kidm)n pl)ys )n underh)nded he)ler )t ) retre)t center c)lled Tr)nquillum 
House.
As the stigm) of psychedelic use recedes, hundreds of clinici)ns )re seeking 
form)l tr)ining to help resurrect ) field of medicine th)t w)s e)gerly pursued in 
the 1950s )nd ʼ60s, but w)s h)stily )b)ndoned )fter President Rich)rd M. Nixon 
)nnounced the w)r on drugs.
Ment)l he)lth experts s)y th)t tr)dition)l interventions to tre)t depression, 
tr)um) )nd )ddiction )re f)iling m)ny p)tients in the United St)tes, which is 
gr)ppling with ) high suicide r)te )nd )n opioid )ddiction epidemic th)t killed 
)pproxim)tely 75,000 people in 2022.
“In psychi)try )nd psychology, weʼve hit ) brick w)ll,” s)id J)nis Phelps, the 
director of the Center for Psychedelic Ther)pies )nd Rese)rch )t the C)liforni) 
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Institute of Integr)l Studies, the first progr)m of its kind )t ) university.
Since Dr. Phelps, ) psychologist, st)rted the tr)ining progr)m in 2015, the quest 
to resurrect psychedelic medicine h)s m)de m)jor le)ps.
Sever)l universities h)ve opened psychedelic-rese)rch centers. The feder)l 
government h)s begun to fund psychedelics studies. Voters in Oregon )nd 
Color)do h)ve )pproved me)sures to leg)lize the ther)peutic use of 
psychedelics. And rese)rchers )re optimistic th)t the Food )nd Drug 
Administr)tion could )pprove the clinic)l use of MDMA, the drug known )s 
ecst)sy, )s e)rly )s this ye)r.

This n)scent er) comes with formid)ble ch)llenges. Dec)des of prohibition h)ve 
m)de it difficult to rigorously study the limit)tions )nd perils of these compounds, 
which for some people c)n be more dest)bilizing th)n he)ling. Psychedelic 
ther)py often str)ddles medicine )nd spiritu)lity, r)ising thorny questions of who 
should get to guide these experiences )nd wh)t sort of credenti)ls ought to be 
required. And the vulner)ble st)te they induce h)s en)bled pred)tory beh)vior 
from guides )nd even licensed psychother)pists.
The tr)ining progr)m )t the Center for Psychedelic Ther)pies )nd Rese)rch, 
which h)s enrolled more th)n 1,200 students since 2016, w)s cre)ted with the 
)im of est)blishing best pr)ctices )nd ethic)l guidelines )s psychedelics move 
from the underground to m)instre)m medicine. Since its founding, sever)l other 
simil)r tr)ining progr)ms h)ve emerged.
They h)ve )ll wrestled ) b)sic qu)nd)ry: How do you te)ch ) form of ther)py 
th)t rem)ins l)rgely illeg)l?
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P)rticip)nts took turns pr)cticing the bre)thing exercise )nd tending to ) 
peer.Credit...D)mien M)loney for The New York Times
Powering Down the ‘Thinking Br$inʼ
Dr. C)roline J. Hurd, ) p)lli)tive c)re doctor from Se)ttle, enrolled in the 
certific)te progr)m bec)use she h)d grown frustr)ted by the limit)tions )nd side 
effects of medic)tions commonly used to )llevi)te the p)in )nd )nguish of 
termin)lly ill p)tients.
“Most of the tools th)t we h)ve to tre)t symptoms le)d to disconnection,” she 
s)id, describing p)tients who spend their fin)l d)ys groggy )nd emotion)lly 
withdr)wn. She w)s intrigued by clinic)l studies th)t showed th)t psychedelics 
e)sed the fe)r )nd dre)d of people f)cing grim prognoses, )llowing them to be 
more present )nd emotion)lly resilient in their fin)l d)ys.

Her own mort)lity w)s not top of mind when she slipped on her eyesh)des )nd 
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beg)n t)king he)ving bre)ths )t the October workshop, her first time trying 
holotropic bre)thwork. During the e)rly st)ges of the session, which included 
f)st-p)ced songs, Dr. Hurd s)id her “thinking br)in re)lly turned off.” As the 
music slowed tow)rd the end, ) mesmerizing im)ge cryst)llized in her mind: Dr. 
Hurd s)w herself lying on ) nest of sticks, surrounded by her children, )t the 
moment of her de)th.
F)r from being )l)rming, the vision filled her with wonder )nd m)de her feel )s if 
she h)d gr)sped something ineff)ble )bout de)th. “I donʼt need to worry )bout 
wh)tʼs on the other side,” she s)id, describing the insight. “It could be )s simple 
)s, Iʼm just returning to the dirt )nd becoming soil, )nd th)tʼs OK.”
Dr. B)yl) Tr)vis, ) psychologist in O)kl)nd, C)lif., w)s dr)wn to the tr)ining 
bec)use she h)s come to conclude th)t chronic p)in — her speci)lty — is often ) 
physic)l m)nifest)tion of repressed emotion)l tr)um). In the future, she hopes to 
help p)tients confront difficult memories )nd emotions with the )id of 
psychedelics.
Dr. Tr)vis s)id she h)d emb)rked on the bre)thwork session with low 
expect)tions bec)use ) previous workshop she h)d p)rticip)ted in h)d been 
unrem)rk)ble. She w)s in ) cheerful mood when the recent tr)ining beg)n, she 
rec)lled. But within minutes, Dr. Tr)vis w)s overcome by ) w)ve of he)vy 
emotions th)t m)de her cry )nd sh)ke )s she t)pped into wh)t she described )s 
) “deep, deep sorrow th)t w)snʼt p)rticul)rly )bout )nything.”
After cycling through periods of s)dness )nd bliss, Dr. Tr)vis h)d ) powerful 
vision )s the session w)s winding down. She s)w herself being c)rried by )n 
)dult. The im)ge w)s deeply soothing. “I think it me)ns I get to be comforted,” Dr. 
Tr)vis s)id. The m)ny te)rs she shed felt ) bit mysterious, she )dded.
“It w)s like, Oh, this is under the surf)ce )nd m)ybe Iʼve been w)lking )round 
with this not h)ving h)d )n opportunity to give it expression.”

At 92, $n E$rly Booster Sees Hope
Shortly )fter scientists in Europe )nd the United St)tes beg)n s)mpling )nd 
studying psycho)ctive drugs like LSD in the 1940s, some psychi)trists s)w 
potenti)l for ther)peutic )pplic)tions. In combin)tion with psychother)py, the 
compounds )ppe)red to help some p)tients refr)me tr)um)tic memories, 
overcome )ddiction )nd overh)ul their mind-set.
A le)ding )dvoc)te of their ther)peutic promise w)s the Czech-born psychi)trist 
St)nisl)v Grof, who wrote sever)l books documenting wh)t he s)w over ye)rs of 
using psychedelics )nd )dministering them to p)tients in Pr)gue )nd B)ltimore.
“Psychedelics, used responsibly )nd with proper c)ution, would be for psychi)try 
wh)t the microscope is for biology )nd medicine or wh)t the telescope is for 
)stronomy,” he wrote in “LSD Psychother)py,” ) book published in 1980.
By then, the w)r on drugs h)d stifled the field, prompting Dr. Grof to develop ) 
new bre)th-b)sed mod)lity th)t borrowed from )ncient Indi)n )nd sh)m)nic 



pr)ctices. Holotropic bre)thwork — ) term th)t blends Greek words th)t me)n 
moving tow)rd wholeness — bec)me ) me)ns to induce )ltered st)tes of 
consciousness without drugs.
The effects of holotropic bre)thwork on the br)in )nd mood h)ve not been widely 
studied. But in ) study published l)st ye)r, Europe)n rese)rchers found th)t the 
mod)lity )ffected br)in )ctivity )nd mood in w)ys “th)t )re )ssoci)ted with ) 
better ment)l condition.”
In )n interview, Dr. Grof, 92, s)id th)t he h)d discovered, much to his surprise, 
th)t bre)thwork sessions could be )s powerful )s psychedelic trips. Altered 
st)tes, whether bre)th- or drug-induced, he s)id, often )llow people to unr)vel 
the root c)uses of their suffering quickly, m)king them more effective th)n 
convention)l tre)tments like )ntidepress)nts.

According to Dr. Grof, current ther)pies seek to suppress p)tientsʼ symptoms )nd 
m)ke sense of problems r)tion)lly through psychother)py. But, he )dded, “some 
of the most import)nt problems c)nnot be resolved verb)lly.”
In the twilight of his c)reer, Dr. Grof spe)ks ebulliently )bout the resurgence of 
psychedelic-)ssisted ther)py. But seizing their potenti)l will require )dministering 
them with strong s)fegu)rds, he s)id.
“Right now, so m)ny people w)nt to t)ke psychedelics,” he s)id. “And few people 
h)ve the tr)ining” to guide these experiences, he )dded. Experts s)y holotropic 
bre)thwork should be done under the supervision of tr)ined f)cilit)tors.
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Dr. St)nisl)v Grof, )n e)rly )dvoc)te of psychedelic ther)pies, h)s emph)sized 
the import)nce of proper tr)ining )nd supervision for psychedelic 
experiences.Credit...D)mien M)loney for The New York Times
‘Bouncing Between Hell $nd He$venʼ
L)ur) Berg, ) psychi)tric nurse from New Mexico, s)id she h)d le)rned the h)rd 
w)y )bout the perils of self-medic)ting with psychedelics.
Ms. Berg, who spent most of her c)reer working for the Dep)rtment of Veter)ns 
Aff)irs, turned to psychedelics )fter losing f)ith in the cockt)il of )ntidepress)nts 
)nd mood st)bilizers she w)s prescribed )s she struggled with burnout )nd 
feelings of helplessness c)ring for Ir)q w)r veter)ns.

T)king the drugs in ceremonies )nd festiv)ls left her feeling d)zed )nd withdr)wn 
for ye)rs, Ms. Berg s)id. She struggled to reconcile the mind-bending )nd he)rt-
opening experiences she h)d on psychedelics with the grim re)lity of her clinic)l 
work.
“It w)s kind of like bouncing between hell )nd he)ven,” s)id Ms. Berg, ) recent 
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gr)du)te of the C)liforni) Institute of Integr)l Studies tr)ining.
In 2016, Ms. Berg )ttended ) holotropic bre)thwork workshop, which she s)id 
m)de her re)lize th)t she h)d the c)p)city to he)l herself relying less on 
medic)tion. Th)t set in motion ) person)l )nd profession)l tr)nsform)tion for Ms. 
Berg, who bec)me tr)ined to f)cilit)te holotropic bre)thwork sessions )nd helped 
in the October session.
Since then, Ms. Berg h)s w)tched with gu)rded optimism )s psychedelics h)ve 
become incre)singly )ccessible )nd coveted. As things st)nd, there )re f)r more 
people seeking out these tre)tments th)n pr)ctitioners who )re skilled )nd 
experienced in guiding them.
“Itʼs not ) p)n)ce),” she s)id. “Itʼs not going to turn you, necess)rily, into )n 
enlightened person.”

Underst)nding Psychedelic Ther)pies

‘I W)nt to Reset My Br)in :̓ Fem)le Veter)ns Turn to Psychedelic Ther)py
M)y 21, 2022

The Psychedelic Revolution Is Coming. Psychi)try M)y Never Be the S)me.
M)y 9, 2021

A New Er) of Psychedelics in Oregon
Oct. 23, 2023
Ernesto Londoño is ) Times reporter b)sed in Minnesot), covering news in the 
Midwest )nd drug use )nd countern)rcotics policy. More )bout Ernesto Londoño
A version of this )rticle )ppe)rs in print on J)n. 11, 2024, Section D, P)ge 5 of the 
New York edition with the he)dline: Bre)thing Their W)y Into )n Altered St)te. 
Order Reprints | Tod)yʼs P)per | Subscribe

Adv$nces in Psychedelic Ther$py
Psychedelics — though mostly still illeg$l — h$ve surged in 
popul$rity in recent ye$rs $s $ltern$tive tre$tments for ment$l 
he$lth.

An F.D.A. p)nel rejected the use of MDMA-)ssisted ther)py for post-tr)um)tic 
stress disorder, highlighting the unp)r)lleled regul)tory ch)llenges of ) novel 
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ther)py using the drug.

The F.D.A. is weighing whether to )pprove the use of MDMA, )lso known )s 
Ecst)sy, for tre)tment of post-tr)um)tic stress disorder. Hereʼs wh)t to know.

After dec)des of demoniz)tion )nd crimin)liz)tion, psychedelic drugs )re on 
the cusp of entering m)instre)m psychi)try, with U.S. comb)t veter)ns 
le)ding the lobbying effort.

New rese)rch is stirring interest in ibog)ine, ) powerful psychedelic m)de 
from the root of ) shrub th)t is n)tive to Centr)l Afric), )s ) tre)tment for 
opioid )ddiction.

Psycho)ctive mushrooms, leg)l in Oregon but still illeg)l under feder)l l)w, 
)re g)ining popul)rity )s ther)py tools.

Ket)mine h)s become incre)singly popul)r )s ) ther)py for tre)tment-
resist)nt depression. But the misuse of the )nesthetic drug h)s spurred F.D.A. 
w)rnings.

Netflix
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