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Blockchain Will Power The Future
Of Psychedelic Psychotherapy

Presentation given at the Society for Existential Analysis Annual
Conference, London, 10 November 2018

Adam Knowles

Abstract

Over the next thirty years, the renaissance in psychedelic research for
psychotherapy and the burgeoning possibilities of blockchain technologies
will come together. Describing fascinating interactions that are already
taking place, the author suggests further possibilities for these two
technologies relevant to psychotherapists and academics and outlines
links to existential philosophy.
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Note Regarding Self-Plagiarism

I recently wrote an article for the ayahuasca news website Chacruna.net
exploring similar themes.

Introduction

“It’ll make you vomit in a bucket and run to the toilet all night, but you
get to meet God,” said my then boyfriend seven years ago, describing
ayahuasca. As a devout atheist, I took up his challenge in the name of
science. Off we went to meet a shaman and drink down the murky tannins
of the red-brown Peruvian tea made from the bark of the ayahuasca vine
and the leaves of the Chacruna bush. My many subsequent encounters
with ayahuasca shamanism have given me a visceral experience of things
I didn’t know that I acutely lacked — namely ritual, nature and community.
Of all the things I could say about my many ayahuasca experiences since,
the most pertinent is that feeling a greater connection to the world and
its inhabitants, I soon started training as a psychotherapist. I have found
existentialism a crucial counterbalance to the dominant neuroscientific,
pseudo-medical and anthropological discourses around psychedelics.
My psychotherapy training followed a twenty-year career in technology,
where I started as a programmer and became a consultant. The next big
thing in technology is crypto and blockchain, so I describe connections
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between these, psychedelic research and existential psychotherapy. First,
I will note a caveat. Psychedelics are some of the most potent psychoactive
substances known to humanity. Treat them with the greatest respect. There
are many safety aspects I do not cover further here. Anyone seeking a
psychedelic experience must do substantial research across the legal,
pharmacological and therapeutic domains.

Looking to the next thirty years, my personal story with technology,
psychedelics and existential psychotherapy has something to say to the
coming broader changes in society. I try to navigate the interplay between
science and hippiedom. I will describe crypto and blockchain, suggest
some therapeutic applications for blockchain and psychedelics, then make
existential connections.

Crypto in Brief

With your contactless debit card and internet banking, your money is
already digital. Pounds sterling started as paper notes backed by gold
reserves that subsequently gained electronic representation (Parker, 2018).
Cryptocurrencies take that a step further as a natural evolution. Cryptocurrencies
such as Bitcoin are internet-native and exist only digitally. State-licensed
institutions such as the Bank of England issue fiat currencies such as
pounds sterling. With fiat currency, unique printing methods secure the
physical representations and an elaborate system of trust secures the
electronic representations. In other words, others will accept that I have
£1,000 only if Natwest (in my case, let’s imagine) say that [ do. Natwest
and their banking peers own the truth, not me. With cryptocurrency, by
contrast, it is a mathematically-protected computational process, available
to anyone, that manufactures and secures the assets. With cryptocurrency,
I hold my money and the truth about it.

For something analogous to fiat vs crypto currency, compare email. Email
is the internet-native version of postal mail. The ‘mail’ in email is a metaphor,
a description of its use. There are similarities between email and physical
mail. For example, both deliver writing to a distant recipient. Beyond that,
email can do things that physical mail cannot, such as arriving across the
world a fraction of a second after sending or having a video attached. There
are, likewise, differences between internet-native money and fiat currency
even in its digital form. Advantages of cryptocurrency over fiat currency
include an increase in the speed of transfer, lower transaction fees, greater
autonomy and the possibility of anonymity in transactions.

I can provide an example of these potential advantages in action. In
March 2019, I will attend the first ayahuasca retreat for psychotherapists
at the Soltara Retreat Centre in Costa Rica (Soltara Healing Centre, 2018).
To participate in the retreat requires a $1,000 deposit. Sending the money
through my bank would take seven to ten days and cost perhaps £30 with
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a woeful exchange rate. Instead, I used an online conversion that converted
my sterling to the required $1,000. The Estonian conversion service delivered
the money to a Canadian bank account held in US dollars on behalf of the
Costa Rican centre. Each time my money crosses a political, economic or
institutional boundary, it introduces delays, fees and commissions. So,
using the best of current technology, it took the money four days to arrive
and cost £5.42 on my side. By contrast, if I had used cryptocurrency for
this transfer, the transaction would complete in around fifteen minutes
with total fees, both sides, under twenty US cents.

If you have never sent a Bitcoin, let me say this. At the founding of the
SEA in 1988, email was already ten years old. I suspect that in 1988 you
were yet to send your first email. Bitcoin is now nearly ten years old. If you
think how many emails you send now compared to thirty years ago, the same
could be true of your use of crypto in thirty years compared to now.

Blockchain in Brief

I hope with the above, in this first use case of emulating currency, to have
given a flavour of the advantages on offer from the underlying technology,
called blockchain. There are many other potential applications of blockchain
relevant to psychedelic researchers, academics, writers and psychotherapists.

First, I will provide a simple description of this technology. Blockchain
is a system for securely sharing a database. Beyond older systems designed
for the same purpose, blockchain has unique qualities regarding its audit
trail and transparency, accountability, redundancy and resilience. A voluntary
network of tens of thousands of peer computers maintains a blockchain,
rather than a handful of data centres as is the typical model with, for
example, Google or Facebook. Each copy of the data is verifiably complete
and unalterable, protected by advanced cryptography rather than social
trust. There is no central authority, so what constitutes the truth is the
simple majority consensus of the network. I argue the same applies to the
world from the existential perspective, and this speaks to my understanding
of psychosis. There are notable philosophical connections between blockchain
and existentialism, which I outline later.

Blockchain Applications for Therapists and Writers

Before describing existing cryptopsychedelic applications and envisioning
new ones, allow me to provide a more familiar example. Twitter is an
online service that instantly publishes short messages to huge audiences.
Over the last few years, it has become an essential medium for rapidly
disseminating news. President Trump is ‘America’s first Twitter President’
(Alang, 2018). Trump has deleted 413 tweets at the time of writing (Faceba.
se, 2018). We would lose Trump’s deleted tweets forever were it not for
online services that manually duplicate the data to save the record. Fortunately
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such deleted-tweet websites exist, but there remains an awkward question
of trust. If Twitter has deleted the history, there is nothing to prevent a
deleted-tweets website from adding a 414th allegedly-deleted Trump
tweet to its record. We cannot trust this deleted-tweets website to tell the
unbiased truth. Trump can accuse it of being fake news, and the deleted-
tweets website cannot prove otherwise.

If Twitter were on a blockchain, the records of all tweets would be a
matter of public record. Instantly distributed to thousands of computers,
no amount of pressure from the FBI could change the record because maths
is the authority, not the state or any international institution. There is a
shift in political and economic power from a small centre to a proliferation
of individuals, supporting my view that blockchain is inherently democratic.
Sovereignty shifts toward the individual who becomes more empowered
and autonomous. Blockchain meets my existential proclivities.

Having described possible advantages of blockchain for international
money transfer and with Twitter, I next outline two notable blockchain
events from this year, then describe further possibilities to address how I
think crypto will power the future of psychedelic psychotherapy.

The first example of an existing interaction between blockchain and
psychedelics is that donations from cryptopsychedelic enthusiasts have
substantially contributed to the funding of psychedelic research into
therapeutic applications. The US-based Multidisciplinary Association for
Psychedelic Studies (MAPS) is now conducting phase 3 trials using MDMA
for PTSD (Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies, 2018c).
These trials will cost $26.9 million. Some $5 million of the required funding
came directly from an anonymous Bitcoin millionaire operating through
their ‘Pineapple Fund’. This Bitcoin philanthropist then helped crowdfund
a further $4 million toward the goal (ibid, 2018a). MAPS are set to train
three hundred therapists by 2021 to provide MDMA-based therapy to
coincide with the end of these trials (ibid, 2018b).

The second example of an existing psychedelic-blockchain interaction
is that groups can create cryptocurrencies exclusively for psychedelics.
An ayahuasca cryptocurrency already exists in AyaCoin (AyaCoin, 2018),
which is currently running an initial token offering (ITO). An ITO mimics
the initial public offering (IPO) of a traditional stock market listing, raising
capital by distributing shares. With the money it raises, AyaCoin hopes to
build a new retreat centre, protect areas of rainforest and invest in funds
to provide a sustainable income. In the process, AyaCoin creates a token
exchangeable for ayahuasca-related goods and services such as retreats.

Looking to future possibilities, I believe there is a prospect of blockchain-
based solutions to the broken model of academic publishing and citations.
Academic publishing typically involves contributors writing and peer-reviewing
articles for free, while the publisher charges for access to readers, directly
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or via libraries and universities, ‘big publishers have learned how to make
themselves apparently indispensable to the academic prestige economy’
(Fyfe et al., 2017: p 17). Publishers charge readers typically £30 an article
for providing the sharing infrastructure, despite the increasing commodification
of that technology. These charges restrict access to knowledge, with deleterious
effects, particularly regarding diversity within our profession.

A blockchain system for academic publishing would see authors retain
rights to their work, while readers could access the records free. There
would be a verifiable record of the publishing of the article and any subsequent
revisions. This record would be digitally signed to authenticate the author.
The article could never be retracted or deleted, no matter the commercial
interests at stake. The knowledge becomes public domain forever. For
quantitative research, the datasets behind research could also be shared in
full, receiving a date-stamp and put beyond tampering. Errors in spreadsheet
formulas, which are inevitable (Panko, 2010: p 235), could be proven.
Beyond that, there is the possibility that a blockchain could allow study
participants to retain ownership of their data, including that used for scientific
research. The recent UK General Data Protection Regulation, designed to
protect our data, assumes there will be a small number of central authorities
managing massive datasets. Hackers steal these datasets on a regular basis.
Blockchain offers another way, whereby individuals would have security,
transparency and ownership of their data.

Simultaneously, blockchain could provide an improvement on the current
system of academic citations. Academic papers are read, written and
researched digitally (Brown, Griffiths and Rascoff, 2007). The future of
citations is, I suggest, titles with online links, rather than the increasingly
byzantine guides to Harvard, APA and MLA styles. The existing DOI
system, run by a non-profit, provides some aspect of this (International
DOI Foundation, 2015).

Blockchain offers further advantages. An academic journal on a blockchain
could contain the full text or PDF of an article itself, whereas DOI only
provides a reference to another source, often a paywalled internet address.
DOI on a blockchain would provide greater transparency, democracy and
resilience to the processes. It would also improve the detection of plagiarism.
Also in this space, a blockchain could make checking someone’s academic
qualifications painless, instant and free, disintermediating large, slow
university bureaucracies.

Finally, blockchain offers a solution to the wider economic crisis in publishing.
With printed newspaper sales in sharp decline (Tobitt, 2018) and publishing
moving increasingly online, existing ways for authors to get paid for their
work are problematic. Often the publisher sells advertising with the opportunity
to give some percentage to authors. The result is an arms race between online
publishers and ad blockers (Baraniuk, 2018). A crypto-based economy for
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online content would allow readers to pay authors quickly, with minimal fees.
To this end, several nascent systems already exist.

For existential psychotherapists who write and publish work, it is essential
for our livelihood that publishers pay writers fairly and transparently, based
on readers paying publishers. Blockchain offers the prospect of substantial
improvement over existing systems.

Existential Connections to Psychedelics

I have alluded a couple of times to the compatibility between existential
thought, blockchain and psychedelics. There are further connections to make.
First, I will make some existential connections to psychedelic experiences.

The mechanism by which psychedelics help is often perspective. The
common name for MDMA is ecstasy, and I relate that to ekstasis or standing
outside oneself (Oxford Dictionaries, 2018). In standing outside oneself,
one gains a different perspective and disrupts the sedimented beliefs outlined
by Spinelli (1994: p 219). Often, psychedelic experiences offer a visceral,
practical experience of no-self, or rather self-as-process rather than a reified
object. The mechanism by which existential psychotherapy helps is also,
often, perspective. Other psychotherapies offer alternative conceptions to
the client but discovering them is the central task of phenomenology.

My ability to work phenomenologically has been aided by my psychedelic
trips, which often comprise an endless, infinite and rich stream of sensations,
thoughts and feelings each as if for the first time. Mine have been visceral
experiences of Husserl’s ‘einklammerung’ (epoché/bracketing). The exquisite
texture of a juicy green grape as smooth but globulous, or the fibres of the
carpet as roughly hewn become matters of urgent interest and intense
attention. My experience of psychedelics is an embodied one of ancient
wisdom, invoking Merleau-Ponty (2013), who mentions the psychedelic
mescaline several times in Phenomenology of Perception. The ability to
attend to this or that aspect becomes a challenging and existential choice.
Psychedelic circles name this choice skilful navigating and it relates to
intentionality in phenomenology.

I propose that psychedelic space comprises a third category of ontical
experience after waking and sleeping states. Other altered states of
consciousness such as those achieved by deep meditation, dance or using
the sauna bear some similarity to psychedelic experience, though some
overstate this (for example, Winkelman, 2017). The psychedelic experience
offers another perspective to each of us as Dasein. Szasz sets out a position
strongly aligned with uninhibited access to psychedelics in his book Our
Right to Drugs (ibid). Channelling Szasz, I suggest that psychedelic discourses
offer alternative ways to describe experiences currently dominated by
metaphors of mental illness. Ayahuasca traditions talk of spirit attachments
and incursions, debts created by previous lifetimes and the impact of
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interactions of various deities (Shanon, 2010). Each offers up new possibilities
for understanding and remedying what afflicts us. As an existential
psychotherapist, I am open to new, creative interpretations of thoughts and
feelings that do not run along the lines of popular and entrenched dogmas.

Existentialism has an informed perspective on death and death is an
essential part of the ayahuasca experience. There is often the death of
something, perhaps old habits, ways of being or even an outdated self. In
this, existential psychotherapists can provide psychedelic explorers with
a much-needed holding and a context informed by philosophy. It is typical
to find a psychedelic experience in large parts ineffable (Burkeman, 2018),
reminding me of Wittgenstein’s ‘Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one
must be silent’ (Tractatus 7 cited in Biletzki, 2018). As an existential
psychotherapist, I acknowledge this fact but try to help put some words,
albeit insufficient, to experience to make some sense of it.

Finally, I wish to acknowledge that the international community of
psychedelic researchers is the most diverse that I have ever encountered.
It brings together north and south, east and west, white, black, male, female
and everything in between and beyond, Spanish, Portuguese, Shipibo and
English, old and new, scientists and shamans, academic and not, anthropologists
and therapists. Existential perspectives on tensions of otherness between
individuals and groups could offer something to these interactions.

Existential Connections to Blockchain

There are also connections between existentialism and blockchain. The
lack of a central authority in blockchain finds a philosophical link in
Nietzsche’s ‘God is dead’ (2013: p 359). Blockchain, psychedelics and
existentialism each ask how to know what is true when there is no overarching
authority. The distributed nature of blockchain is inherently democratic.
I relate this to the existential possibility for empowered individuals that
claim their autonomy and their facticity.

The transparency, verifiability and resilience of blockchain I connect to
existential notions of Heideggerian authenticity and Sartre’s good faith.
If we take blockchain applications to a logical extreme, many would not
wish to record all their words and actions on an unalterable blockchain. I
understand reservations in that regard but also wonder how such a record
might expose how hypocritical we are as a species. It could enable a painful
readjustment to how inconsistent, often lacklustre and sometimes noble
we are. This kind of honesty is something I encourage from clients as an
existential psychotherapist. I wonder how much truth about ourselves as
a species we can handle.

Heidegger’s (1977) ‘Question concerning technology’ is relevant. This
essay encourages me to ask whether blockchain will have a humanizing
or dehumanizing character. Blockchain and psychedelics each have the
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potential to be humanizing or dehumanizing technologies. The outcome
in that regard will depend on who is in charge. I believe the existential
attitude has much to offer the twin technologies of blockchain and psychedelics
over the next thirty years, and encourage you, the reader, to contemplate
how you might influence that.

The Next Thirty Years

‘My name’s Adam Knowles, and I'm a UK-licensed psychedelic psychotherapist.
I work primarily with ayahuasca and sometimes MDMA, psilocybin and
iboga. I work with clients of all types, genders and ages — some with a
diagnosis of PTSD, treatment-resistant depression and generalized anxiety,
and others interested in developing their human potential. I have worked
with hundreds of people so far, and the results are astounding.” That is
what I want to be able to say, thirty years from now.

To use religious terminology, I am an unenlightened bodhisattva (an
interpretation of Bazzano in Greenslade, 2018: p 337), even an unenlightened
bodhisattva-in-training, by which I mean that my enlightenment, transcendence
and actualisation depends on the enlightenment of all beings. To use
philosophical terminology, to the extent that I have emerged from Plato’s
cave, [ am going back down into the cave to help others still chained to
the wall watching the shadow puppets (Plato, 2018). I hope that those
down there don’t kill me.

I act at the intersection of psychedelics, blockchain and existential
psychotherapy. In setting out the possible futures for psychedelics and
blockchain, I have not given up my scepticism, my discretion or my trust
in science. I just see a broader picture — another perspective. Blockchain
will power the future of psychedelic psychotherapy. Psychedelics and
blockchain can be a force for good. An essential part of my work over the
next thirty years, it seems, is to say this as fearlessly and widely as possible.

Adam Knowles is a London-based psychotherapist training at Regent’s
University. He is currently exploring and researching crypto/blockchain
and psychedelics, particularly ayahuasca, and their intersection with
psychotherapy.

Contact: Apt 3074, Chynoweth House, Trevissome Park, Truro, TR4 8UN
Email: therapy@acdinternet.com
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