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This article studies psychedelic drug consumption in the Federal Republic of Germany in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s. Using ideas from the History of Emotions and Practice 
Theory, it offers a fresh look into the making of drug experiences. Doing drugs is analysed as 
a technology of the self that sought to marshal some feelings while avoiding others. Prepara-
tions were as much part of these emotional practices as recognizing and cultivating emotions, 
or trying to put them into words. The article aims to contribute to the historical study of 
drugs, emotions and the German counter culture.

Introduction: Drugs and Fear around 1970

Researching the correlations between so called «psychedelic drugs» and 
fears after WWII highlights at least three contexts of inquiry: First, on 
an international level this research emphasizes the roles that LSD and 
Mescaline played as neuropharmacological weapons in the arms race 
during the Cold War. Those chemical substances came to be regarded 
as «truth serums» destined to uncover the enemy’s agents, as weapons 
rendering people unconscious or making them unable to fight and as 
a means to fundamentally «re-program» human personalities. In the 
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eyes of the CIA and the public imagination, the Communist enemy 
abroad and, later, the countercultural enemy within were already able 
to deploy similar methods of chemical warfare. Widespread legends 
such as «acid» poisoning the water supplies and similar stories fostered 
a collective fear about these mysterious yet potent chemicals [Tanner 
2009a; Lee, Shlain 1992].
Fears resulting from public debates about the «drug wave» since the 
1960s form a second context of inquiry. This one had far greater conse-
quences on a global level. More and more adolescents consumed more 
and more hashish, marihuana, LSD and other substances that were suc-
cessively made illegal1. At the very least the impression of a rise in drug 
use was held and transported by mass media reports, commentaries and 
studies of social scientists, administration and politics. Consequently, 
intoxicating substances called «drugs» or «Rauschgifte» in German – 
a peculiar term combining the meanings «intoxication» and «ecstasy» 
with «poison» – came to be portrayed as a public menace and a social 
problem which primarily affected and endangered the younger gene-
ration. Many news stories told the interested public about drugs’ de-
vastating effects on teenage bodies, health and behaviour, as well as 
on their feelings. A veritable moral panic [Goode, Ben-Yehuda 1994; 
Garland 2008] arose, which fuelled the diagnosis of the «drug problem» 
and the «war on drugs» that was declared in the 1970s. The government 
of the Federal Republic of Germany, like that of many other countries, 
reacted by enforcing legal measures trying to prohibit drug use2.
Lastly, parts of the German counter culture around 1970, the student 
movement(s) of 1968 and the later Alternativmilieu3 of the 1970s offered 

1 For early sociological studies on the German drug scene, see Herha 1971; Thamm, 
Schmetz 1973; Gerdes, von Wolffersdorff-Ehlert 1974.

2 Stephens 2007; Briesen 2007; Tanner 2009b; Weinhauer 2006

3 Reichardt 2014; Brown 2013; Reichardt, Siegfried 2010; Klimke, Scharloth 2008a; 
Siegfried 2008; Gilcher-Holtey 2008.
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a different interpretation of drug use. From their point of view, the so 
called «mind expanding», «consciousness expanding» or «psychedelic 
drugs» promised to foster new and supposedly recurring emotional, 
bodily and psychological experiences [Morris 2014; Shortall 2014]. 
Furthermore, these sensations and impressions were integrated into 
methods to better know, realize and transform oneself. In this context, 
drug use was translated into a medium of subjectification, that is, of 
governing and producing subjectivities4. Doing drugs became one of 
the practices Michel Foucault called technologies of the self. My paper 
focuses on those activities and strategies
«which permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help 
of others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, 
thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform themselves in 
order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, 
or immortality» [Foucault 1988, 18; Foucault 1982].
I therefore limit myself to a comparably small, more localized research 
field. This, however, enables me to expand the analytic scope in two 
ways: On the one hand, I do not concentrate exclusively on fear(s)5, but 
rather pose an open question as to which emotions were seen as rele-
vant, necessary, facilitating or hindering in relation to countercultural 
drug consumption. On the other hand, my paper conceptualizes and 
analyses emotions6, including drug experiences, as emotional practi-
ces. The anthropologist Monique Scheer defines emotional practices 
as «manipulations of body and mind to evoke feelings where there are 

4 Alkemeyer, Budde, Freist 2013; Reckwitz 2010; Rose 1998

5 In the following, «fear(s)», «anxieties» and synonyms will be used interchangeably 
and should all be taken as translations of the German words «Angst» (sg.) or «Ängste» 
(pl.).

6 In this paper the terms «feeling», «emotion», etc. will be used synonymously. 
From a History of Emotions’ perspective, the distinctions between those concepts are 
blurred at best and should be seen as an object of study, rather than a point of depar-
ture. For general overviews of the debates on the History of Emotions see Plamper 
2012; Hitzer 2011; Verheyen 2010.



Storicamente 11 - 2015
Dossier: La paura nella storia. Evidenza empirica e questioni metodologiche

4

none, to focus diffuse arousals and give them an intelligible shape, or 
to change or remove emotions already there» [Scheer 2012, 209; Eitler, 
Scheer 2009]. Following this approach, my essay puts current deve-
lopments in the History of Emotions to use, which themselves tackle 
problems raised by feminist scholars about the category of experien-
ce in the 1990s [Scott 1991; Shortall 2012]. From this angle, feelings, 
like experiences, are not entirely individual, private, or apolitical. They 
should be seen rather as something people learn to experience in a spe-
cific way following particular patterns, and as something they mobi-
lize, perform and train with skilful bodies and regulate according to 
certain rules. In short, emotion is something people try and do.
Taking these ideas as points of departure, this article will roughly out-
line and investigate the emotional practices of psychedelic drug con-
sumption around 1970. In other words, it will regard doing drugs as a 
type of doing emotion that fabricates emotional subjectivities. Although 
I will not delve into the societal differences and distinctions of drug 
consumption – including the intersections of gender, class, age, sexua-
lity, dis/ability, ethnicity, etc. – my essay outlines a couple of heuri-
stic angles that facilitate research into these important questions. For 
example, dissecting the gendered dimension of drug use would show 
the male and heteronormative bias of drug discourses [Stephens 2007, 
219ff] and reveal that the default consumer was considered to be male. 
It is an interesting question in need of further investigation, what types 
of masculinity were created through psychedelic drug use. Highligh-
ting the role of emotions is crucial here [Borutta, Verheyen 2010] – on 
the one hand, because the production, regulation and display of fee-
lings varies greatly from one social group of men to another; on the 
other hand, because emotions were such an integral part in the self-
definition of drug users and their genders.
I will proceed systematically, not chronologically, by breaking down 
the efforts and actions that drug consumers had to undertake in or-
der to successfully master these practices. I hereby seek to update the 
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sociological question Howard S. Becker asked as early as 1953: how 
does someone become a marihuana user [Becker 1953; 1973; Bancroft 
2009]? Becoming an able drug consumer required taking several steps: 
preparing, identifying and enhancing and, last but not least, communi-
cating and reproducing psychedelic feelings. One after the other, these 
will be outlined here. In each step, drug consumers were supposed to 
deal with their fears, e.g. by confronting or ignoring them, minimising 
or battling them in collective efforts.

Fighting Fears, Making Experiences. Drug Use as an Emotio-
nal Practice

Worries and anxieties occupied a prominent place in public and 
countercultural portrayals, discussions and implementations of drug 
consumption. Especially the omnipresent warnings and actions against 
«bad trips» or «horror trips» – one of the many notions German drug 
scenes adopted from Anglophone drug idioms – created concerns 
about the outcomes of doing psychedelic drugs. LSD-«trips» and 
Hashish-«turns» were constantly depicted as open-ended and there-
fore risky journeys. Most commentators agreed that psychedelics did 
offer opportunities for self-exploration and self-realization. But, simul-
taneously, most remarks underscored the uncertainties and perils of the 
substances. In the late 1960s, it was commonplace to underline this 
ambivalence that lay at the heart of doing drugs to expand one’s mind 
and trigger one’s feelings. Supporters of psychedelic drugs and several 
of their adversaries explained unwanted experiences by pointing at the 
consumer’s lack of proficiency and misplaced reactions to surprising 
drug effects. They more or less disregarded or reduced the intoxicants’ 
properties. Instead, the users – their dispositions and behaviour as well 
as their social and material environments – were made responsible for 
the success or failure of lay drug experiments. Consumers could and 
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should learn how to influence and control all of these elements and 
how to navigate feelings during psychedelic intoxication. All they alle-
gedly needed was proper training.
Actualizing one’s emotions needed practice and one could never be 
completely certain if they would really come about at all or in the anti-
cipated ways. First, feeling ‘high’ did not simply happen when smoking 
joints or taking acid. These sentiments needed to be triggered, registe-
red, experienced and enjoyed [Becker 1953]. Second, a wide range of 
psychedelic experiences was promised to be within reach – unfamiliar 
and possibly life-changing, each one supposedly unique and different 
from the last one [Steckel 1971; Duhm 1976; Leonhardt 1970]. «All 
feelings are possible. A person may ‘try on’ various moods like so many 
pieces of clothing» [Leary, Metzner, Alpert 1971, 65]. Nonetheless they 
had to be evoked, studied and cultivated. The focal point and vehicle 
to navigate feelings was the drug-body and its feelings. Relating to and 
acting upon corporeal sensations and perceptions were the basic prac-
tices of engaging in the psychedelic production of emotions.

Preparing oneself and creating environments – sets and set-
tings of drug consumption

Before even attempting to use drugs for anything, consumers needed 
to understand and prepare themselves and their immediate contexts 
along specific parameters. First of all, it was deemed crucial to identify 
and alter the user’s «set». The multifaceted notion of the «set» stemmed 
from psychology and psychiatry and attributed certain dispositions to 
the user. The term referred to the consumer’s biography and «perso-
nality structure», the make-up of his «nervous system» and psycho-
physical «constitution», his emotional affinity and state of mind, as well 
as his fears, desires and expectations concerning drugs [Steckel 1971, 



Florian Schleking
Psychedelic Fears. Drug Use as an Emotional Practice in West Germany around 1970

7

42]7. Those traits helped to explain what he or she experienced while 
being «high». In addition, highlighting the structures of «sets» meant 
clarifying the features one could use to influence one’s sensations. The 
«set» was deemed to cause particular drug experiences and was therefo-
re utilized as a crucial instrument for self-experiments.
For a promising outcome of the psychedelic «journey», the individual 
was instructed to undergo rigorous self-examination. This way one 
could recognize and manage personality traits and moods that would 
possibly jeopardize drug experiences. «Anxieties, wishes, conflicts, fee-
lings of guilt, hidden passions» were supposed to be risky emotions, but 
also «distrust» and «cowardice» or «coldness». A wrong management of 
arising fears was deemed problematic as well [Leary, Metzner, Alpert 
1971, 95]. Besides personally acknowledging one’s chances and inhibi-
tions, conversations with other users about drug experiences, intimate 
feelings, doubts and fears regarding the – first or next – «trip» prepared 
novices on how to conduct the self under the influence of psychede-
lics8.
Reading books and articles, listening to music and studying visual art 
could also be helpful to understand drug induced impressions. Litera-
ture about psychotropic substances and their effects – whether written 
by journalists, scientists or essayists like Aldous Huxley – as well as 
publications or ego-documents in which the authors described their 
experiences contained the information needed9. While music and vi-
suals undoubtedly played a preeminent role in shaping the public ima-
gination of psychedelics, specific advice was offered by «handbooks» or 
other instructive texts which aimed at governing intoxication practices 

7 A seminal account of the role of set and setting can be found in Zinberg 1984; See 
also Bancroft: Drugs, 66f.

8 Thamm, Schmetz 1973, 49/50; Herha 1971, 90; Gerdes, von Wolffersdorff-
Ehlert, 137.

9 Steckel 1971; Cashman 1967; Haschisch 1969; Olvedi 1972; Masters, Houston 
1969; Huxley 2010.
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[Olvedi 1972, 197ff; Leary, Metzner, Alpert 1971]. All of these smaller 
preparations shaped the drug user’s «set», moulded his or her knowled-
ge and expectations, This consequently demonstrated and preconfigu-
red what to feel and how to behave when becoming «high».
The «setting» was the second variable to consider when doing drugs10. 
This term described the social and material environments of con-
sumption that were supposed to profoundly affect drug experiences. 
In the broader sense, «settings» comprised the common spaces young 
people chose to smoke joints or take other psychedelics, for example 
apartments, living communities (Wohngemeinschaften), bars, discothe-
ques or concerts11. Those types of «settings» point to the fact, that the 
drug scene of the 1960s and 70s was an urban phenomenon. In its ini-
tial phase it was primarily located in large cities like Berlin, Hamburg 
or Cologne. From there it quickly spread to middle towns and in the 
early seventies drug consumption reached smaller towns and even rural 
areas [Weinhauer 2010; Friedrichs 2013].
Creating a «setting» in a narrower sense meant carefully arranging its 
elements. Finding and manipulating a «setting» implied, on the one 
hand, picking the «location, aesthetic background, music, lighting 
[and] the objects» in this environment [Steckel 1971, 42] and, on the 
other hand choosing the participants. Whether LPs or posters, candles 
or joss sticks, teas or lollipops [Chotjewitz 1968, 33; Aust 1968, 10; Lea-
ry, Metzner, Alpert 1971, 99f] – many stimuli worked together in evo-
king and navigating between sensory and emotional states of the body. 
The making of a «setting» was an emotional practice, in which material 
factors played as significant a role as the human agents themselves.
The selection of group members required the same amount of conside-

10 For an interesting perspective on drug «settings» inspired Actor-Network-The-
ory, see Duff 2007; 2011.

11 Stephens 2007, 56ff, 74ff; Holzer 2007, 365-409; Siegfried 2008, 66-68; Rei-
chardt 2014, 839-850.
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ration. Drug consumers were instructed to control the group’s size, its 
composition and the partakers’ relationships. This aimed at excluding 
unwanted persons from the collective endeavour, eliminating conflicts 
among the insiders and facilitating collective emotional bonds12. It was 
almost imperative to «feel well in the environment». Thus drug ta-
kers found themselves advised – or in fact obliged – to feel «trust» and 
«compassion» for each other [Steckel 1971, 42; Leary, Metzner, Alpert 
1971, 99]. In contrast, «mistrust» or a lack of «empathy» and a shortage 
of «interpersonal warmth» would jeopardize the drug experiment, be-
cause they «made the situation seem threatening» and could bring forth 
fearful reactions [Leary, Metzner, Alpert 1971, 95]. Hence, everybody 
had to make an effort to generate positive group feelings and collective 
emotional relations while at the same time preventing and diminishing 
negative ones.
At the same time, drug «settings» cannot be regarded as hierarchy-free 
spaces. On the contrary, ritualized drug consumption frequently went 
hand in hand with more or less formal positions for the participants: Be-
ginners, novices or apprentices were initiated and escorted by experts, 
connoisseurs or so called «psychedelic guides» – unanimously translated 
into the German drug vocabulary as «psychedelische Führer»13. Throu-
gh past experience and know how, the latter were qualified to train the 
psychedelic neophytes. Their main tasks included managing their own 
emotions, observing and recognizing the apprentice’s symptoms and 
directly trying to regulate the novice’s behaviour and feelings.

12 Leary, Metzner, Alpert 1971, 99; Olvedi 1972, 197; Mein, Wegen 1971, 72ff.

13 Leary 1970, 20, 39f,; Leary, Metzner, Alpert 1971, 101ff; Steckel 1971, 43.
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Identifying and intensifying drug experiences – psychedelic 
navigation of feeling14

Growing familiarity with drug «trips», and verbal, written or audio-vi-
sual depictions of them assembled colourful collections of psychedelic 
experiences. These accounts constructed and carried knowledge about 
drug feelings, which made them predictable – at least to a small degree. 
More importantly, however, they helped the consumers to «immedia-
tely recognize symptoms and experiences which might otherwise be 
terrifying, only due to a lack of understanding as to what was happe-
ning. Recognition is the key word» [Leary, Metzner, Alpert 1971, 91]. 
Indexes of drug symptoms worked as references for observing one’s 
own or, in the case of the «psychedelic guide», other people’s feelings 
while doing drugs. They produced an extensive «phenomenology of 
psychedelic ecstasy (Phänomenologie des psychedelischen Rausches)» 
[Steckel 1971, 45] and made consumers identify which of the listed 
sensations they experienced.
Variations of cognitive, emotional and bodily processes were tho-
roughly scrutinized. Emotions, moods and responses had to be clas-
sified and dealt with. This established a kind of surveillance regime, 
which directed attention and perception towards or away from «outer 
objects» and «processes of inner life» [Leary, Metzner, Alpert 1971, 94] 
and governed sensitivity towards «setting» and «set». Behind this sto-
od the rationale that the drug user could steer his sensory perception 
and thereby handle his feelings. By controlling their perception, the 
users could manage their fears and conjure up pleasant, deep or ecstatic 
emotional states. Of great importance at this point was the «psychedelic 
guide’s» conduct, who could voluntarily or unwillingly stir the «voya-
ger’s» worries15. Some accounts even went so far as to claim that «almost 
every negative LSD reaction has been caused by fear on the part of the 

14 The term «navigation of feeling» was coined by William Reddy 2001.

15 Olvedi 1972, 165, 197; Cashman 1967, 115; Leary 1970, 40; Duhm 1976, 133.
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guide which has augmented the transient fear of the subject» [Leary, 
Metzner, Alpert 1971, 101f]. Apparently, the guide bore a considerable 
amount of responsibility for the outcome of drug sessions.
In collective drug sessions, veteran drug users ideally not only observed 
the receptive and susceptible drug users, but also interacted with them 
and guided them on their «trip». Here they combined verbal and non-
verbal practices. By calming them down, reading to them, making 
them listen to music or showing them pictures, guides should assist 
the consumers in governing their unsteady psychedelic feelings. Espe-
cially when panic or paranoid responses emerged, well-versed experts 
were called to step in and convey that those reactions were unreal. Or 
they should find means to distract the apprentice16. Additionally, certain 
body practices offered a way to ease tensions and anxieties and support 
the user’s relief. For instance, this could involve establishing physical 
contact through hugging, cuddling or holding hands and fostering re-
laxation through shared breathing techniques [Mein, Wegen 1971, 83; 
Leary, Metzner, Alpert 1971, 45, 94]. Only in case of an emergency, 
when a «horror trip» was heralded, a tranquilizer (like Valium) was em-
ployed to end the psychedelic experiment [Olvedi 1972, 199]. All in all, 
interactions between the attendants piloted the drug user’s emotions by 
working on his or her relations to the «setting» and its elements. The 
subsequent step took this emotional practice – connecting psychedelic 
subjects to their environments – as a point of departure and expanded 
upon it.
Among the incentives to take drugs in 1960s Germany, the «intensi-
fication of sensory perception» clearly ranked in a top position: drugs 
reportedly turned «totally mundane things» into «vivid experiences» 
[Aust 1968, 9f], which were supposed to be enjoyable. A thoughtful 
arrangement of the «setting» offered the opportunity to adequately «sti-

16 Mein, Wegen 1971, 83; Leary, Metzner, Alpert 1971, 91f; Duhm 1976, 119; 
Leary 1970, 39f.
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mulate» the senses and thereby work up emotions. If they managed 
the links between bodies, psychedelics and «settings» properly, drug 
explorers were sought to augment their senses and sensibilities. In this 
line of thought and action, drug consumption amplified experiences 
or opened up novel ones by making them perceptible for the first time 
[Herha 1971, 28, 159; Steckel 1971, 33; Olvedi 1972, 47].
The «incredible enhancement of sensory consciousness (unglaubliche 
Verstärkung des sinnlichen Bewußtseins)» [Leary 1970, 22] was con-
stantly praised by drug supporters. It covered all (traditional) senses, 
from visual and auditory to gustatory, olfactory and tactile sensations. 
Those sensations often intermingled or activated one another, thereby 
producing unusual «synesthetic» experiences. Under «synesthetic» cir-
cumstances, drug users could see or taste music, feel or listen to colours, 
etc. In the eyes of psychedelic consumers, generating «intensified» or 
«synesthetic» experiences improved perceptions and feelings [Steckel 
1971, 45-47; Herha 1971, 159]. That is to say, through the concer-
ted usage and stimulation of the drugged body, a psychedelic drug 
user seemed to move beyond the conventional and limiting patterns of 
everyday sensory and emotional life [cf. Reckwitz 2010, 479f; Shortall 
2014; Feustel 2013, 240ff].
Furthermore, psychedelic drugs promised to alter and augment the re-
lation of users to their emotional selves, but also to each other. Looking 
for «intensification» or enhancements of sensibility («Sensibilisierung») 
entailed shaping social relations, cultivating group cohesion and col-
lective emotionality [cf. Bancroft 2009, 64f; Morris 2014]. For better 
or for worse, drugs were supposed to reveal the «true» feelings of those 
who took them. They could potentially reinforce relationships betwe-
en couples or groups and bolster emotional ties. In general, LSD was 
supposed to «strengthen feelings towards likeable people» but at the 
same time «increase aversions against unloved partners» [Aust 1968, 
11; Mein, Wegen 1971, 84, 87]. Hashish would «facilitate establishing 
interpersonal contact» and help to «eliminate tensions» between lovers, 
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housemates, or larger groups. Smoking cannabis products in the com-
pany of others became a mode to bring forward a «feeling of solidari-
ty (Verbundenheit), of non-verbal communication» and foster a deep 
«mutual understanding»17. From this point of view, drug consumption 
opened up a way to intimate emotions and an opportunity to form 
those very feelings between people.

Telling the tale – communicating and repeating drug experien-
ces

After taking drugs, users frequently talked about their experiences. 
Reviewing and exchanging personal feelings and insights with trip-
partners, guides or other acquaintances was a common practice. Com-
municating what one had felt and feared when experimenting with 
drugs was advocated as a method to classify and come to terms with the 
results [Olvedi 1972, 199; Leary, Metzner, Alpert 1971, 105]. Moreo-
ver, this offered a chance to compare experiences and interpret them as 
either characteristic or atypical.
From the beginnings of the «drug wave» onwards, it was commonpla-
ce to state that psychedelic emotions, in principle, could not be verba-
lized completely. Language could only approximately describe those 
experiences, so that they essentially had to be tried out by everyone 
who wanted to articulate them [Cashman 1967, 85; Olvedi 1972, 153]. 
Nevertheless, drug consumers talked about them all the time and much 
effort went into finding appropriate words. At first glance, this effort 
may seem paradoxical, but the ineffability of drug experiences turned 
into one of the main incentives for adolescents to take drugs, to descri-
be their emotional adventures and to use a specific language for this 
endeavour. Heavily influenced by US-role models, the emerging Ger-
man drug scene of the 1960s adapted English expressions and integra-

17 Kooymann 1970, 95; Watts 1972, 35, 106f; Mein, Wegen 1971, 100; Vollmar 
1977, 139; Wormser 1973, 92; Steckel 1971, 93
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ted them into its own idiom18. This created patterns of speech, in which 
consumers spoke or narrated their own drug experiences. In this sense, 
both mobilizing and regulating as well as articulating drug feelings 
were not isolated and untouched by society but quite the contrary: all 
of these activities were essentially and distinctly social practices.
After all, the psychedelic doing of emotion depended on dissemination 
and repetition. Drug use spread through a combination of channels, 
including direct demonstration and tutelage, the more or less unin-
tentional display and imitation by way of trial. These rehearsals came 
to be known as «turning on» oneself and others, translated into Ger-
man as «antörnen» [Leary 1970; Herha 1971, 194; Wormser 1973, 
350]. Amongst other things, «antörnen» meant promoting, teaching 
and learning how to consume the substances – that is, for example, 
how to smoke a «joint» [Kontrollieren: «Tibet» 1969, 90; Herha 1971, 
17] – and how to construct a «setting», leading back to the first steps 
in doing drugs. «The nature of the experience depends almost entirely 
on set and setting» [Leary, Metzner, Alpert 1971, 13] – and both could 
be rearranged over and over again to produce new kinds of feelings. 
The claim that each and every drug experiment was unique functio-
ned as an additional impetus, because any session was said to produce 
«an abundance of new impressions, experiences and insights» [Steckel 
1971, 41, 45, 34].
Despite all that, drug sessions could go wrong if the praised, expected 
and desired emotions simply did not arise or if recorded fears culmina-
ted into «horror trips» [Leonhardt 1970, 43; Olvedi 1972, 25; Steckel 
1971, 48-51, 78-80]. Chances and risks of doing drugs as an emotional 
practice persisted – and motivated the users to try anew and vary «set», 
«setting» and activities before and while becoming intoxicated. In this 
respect, psychedelic drug consumption came full circle and was not 

18 Reavis 1967, 251-256; Forschungsgruppe S der Freien Universität Berlin 1971; 
«Bambinos» 1971; Leonhardt 1970, 353-375; Lösch et. al.: 1971, 73-88; Wormser 
1973, 94-104
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just repeatable, but also in need of repetition. And this iterative drive 
strengthened the attachment to «mind expanding» substances and the 
fabrication of feelings with them – and therefore stabilized drug-me-
diated emotional subjectivity.

Conclusion: Doing Drugs and the History of Emotions

In the late sixties and early seventies, doing psychedelic drugs was seen 
as a partially predictable, but nonetheless risky activity that relied on 
the consumer’s precautions and operations. This conviction became 
the starting point for experimenting with drugs to achieve certain 
extraordinary emotional states, a goal that found its followers among 
adolescents in many subcultural contexts. By focusing on drug use as 
a practice of subjectification, I was have shown that during the 1960s 
a specific kind of emotional subjectivity emerged in the West German 
counter culture.
I used a case study on Western Germany around 1970 to bring a new 
perspective to the historical investigation of drug use. Even though 
drugs were discussed as possible threats in the context of the Cold War 
and the «drug problem» targeting adolescents, I looked at drug use 
from a different angle, exploring drug consumption as an emotional 
technology of the self, which was governed by specific rule and prac-
tices. I asked what users were advised to do to administer their feelings 
and focussed, in particular, on a series of micro-practices that gradually 
shaped the user’s subjectivity.
One of the main incentives for the users to try and control their fe-
elings before and during their drug experiences was their fear of the 
ominous «horror trip». First, to avoid these negative effects, potential 
users were urged to prepare themselves properly by entering the right 
«set» and an uplifting «setting». In these arrangements, personal, media, 
material and social factors needed to be taken into account, since all of 
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them affected the experience. In a second step, they had to learn how to 
identify and use the enhanced and amplified repertoire of feelings that 
could be experienced during a trip. The help of the group and psyche-
delic guides in particular were crucial to prevent a user from entering 
the realm of the horror trip. Again, internal and external factors were 
combined to reach a satisfying outcome. In the third step, the new 
feelings were verbalised using a new vocabulary. At the same time, 
the general consensus was that words could never fully describe what 
happened during a trip. Only continually and repeatedly doing drugs 
would lead the user to a whole new level of existence. So people tri-
ed again and again, ever optimising their own performances and then 
again talking about it and comparing it with others.
From an analytical standpoint this article addresses essential questions 
for the history of fear(s) in particular and the History of Emotions in 
general19. The first passage on «sets» and «settings» shows that knowled-
ge and environments play a substantial part in framing, generating and 
expressing emotions. Therefore, attempts to historicize emotions need 
to search for discourses – including scientific, therapeutic or religious 
ones20 – on what a person could feel in doing something and the spaces 
and places, where those experiences could be made [Reckwitz 2012]. 
How did expectations and requests to feel something prefigure what 
people actually felt while engaging in social practices? Which spaces 
encouraged a specific emotional expression, which required, enforced 
or restricted certain emotions and which rules regulated those situa-
tions – whether in the court or the living room, at political demonstra-
tions or in the sports arena, in a church or in a bunker?
The second part hints at norms and collective attempts to control and 
navigate bodily states of emotion. To what extend were people able to 
actualize the emotions they were willing or obliged to have or invoke 

19 Cf. Plamper 2012; Hitzer 2011; Verheyen 2010; Plamper 2010

20 Cf. Biess, Gross (eds.) 2014; Tändler, Jensen 2012; Maasen et. al. 2011.
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in others? Which ways proved (un)successful in furthering a feeling 
of togetherness, of belonging to a specific group and which methods 
were used to strengthen the boundaries of that group? To use another 
example, which emotional activities enforced solidarity of militant or-
ganizations and fuelled hate against their supposed enemies? Moreover, 
in a broader sense, these remarks invite researchers to look more closely 
at the links between personal and collective feelings and their possible 
mutual reinforcements or divergences.
My last step points to the general problem of speaking about emo-
tions and the difficulty of translating feelings into words. This, howe-
ver, should not be considered an impassable barrier by historians that 
prevents them from inquiring into the history of emotions. Historians 
should not put this off as an unsurmountable empirical impasse of the 
source material which brings their inquiries to a halt. In my opinion, 
this obstacle should become a starting point for asking questions. As my 
research into the drug scene shows, it was a persistent and well-known 
difficulty for historical actors to put their feelings into words. How did 
people in a certain period and context communicate their sentiments? 
Which concepts, figures of speech, narratives, arguments, representa-
tions, or languages did they use to express themselves? [Scheer 2012; cf. 
Frevert et. al. 2011].
Additionally, the problem of articulating emotions did not necessarily 
hinder communication, but could also facilitate it. This communicative 
function is crucial to acknowledge. Psychedelic drug users reflected 
upon their struggle to speak and considered it a problem – just as to-
day’s historians do. Yet, they were actually propelled forward by this 
conundrum. The impulse to communicate emotions was as much part 
of their emotional practices as labelling them. In psychedelic techno-
logies of the self, doings and sayings were intricately intertwined – and 
emotions were not only «represented», but «done» and «fabricated» in 
words and deeds. Explorations into the History of Fear(s) as well as 
broader studies on political, social and cultural history could certainly 
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benefit from confronting and answering the kind of research questions, 
this investigation of emotional practices brought up.
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