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Rick Strassman believes the hallucinogen dimethyltryptamine (DMT) might mediate spontaneous psychedelic experiences such as near-death and mystical states. He also believes DMT occurs naturally in the human body, and has dubbed it the “spirit molecule”.

Strassman’s views, with a rebuttal.

MSDoc htm
Part 1 THE Building Blocks

There is growing physical evidence that many ancient cultures used psychedelics for their effects on consciousness. P. 21
The depth and breadth of psychedelic plant use used by new world residents surprised and alarmed European settlers. Just as important was the association of mind altering substances with witchcraft. The church effectively suppressed information about the use of such substances and persecuted bearers and practitioners of that knowledge. P. 22

In 1938, Swiss chemist Albert Hoffmann of the natural products division of Sandoz labs, was working with ergot, a rye fungus. One of these compounds was lysergic acid diethylamide. LSD-25, which proved to have psychedelic properties. It brought on effects at doses of a  millionths of a gram. Scientists decided to emphasize its “psychosis mimicking” properties. P. 23
In 1948, researchers discovered that serotonin was responsible for contracting the muscle lining veins and arteries; it tightens blood vessels. It was also found in the brains of lab animals, and was discovered to sexual and aggressive behavior, sleep, and diverse bio functions. It became the first known neurotransmitter. It was also discovered that serotonin and LSD molecules looked very similar, and competed for many of the same brain sites.  In some cases LSD blocked serotonin effects; in others, it mimicked serotonin’s effects. P. 24
Psychedelic drugs were found effective in treating many psychological disorders, as well as improving the psychological condition of terminally ill patients. Funding stimulated research. P. 25

It also became apparent that psychedelic drug experiences were strikingly like those of Eastern meditation, which Aldous Huxley noted. 
The media exaggerated the negative effects of psychedelic drugs. P. 26

Use went public, and abuse resulted. In 1970, US congress passed a law making psychedelics  illegal. Funding dried up, and research dried up. It became a taboo topic. The most powerful and prominent psychiatric researchers found that science, data, and reason were incapable of defending their research against repressive laws fueled by opinion, emotion, and the media. P. 28

Biology based psychiatrists had little patience with colleagues interested in the spiritual aspect of these drugs. These later viewed their brain only associates as narrow-minded and repressed. An entirely new branch of psychology evolved to contend with results from psychedelic research: Transpersonal psychology. 
Psychedelics exert their effects by a complex blending of 3 factors: Set, Setting, and drug. Set is our own makeup; our past; our ideas, habits, and feelings. Setting is the environment. Then there is the drug. 

P. 29

 There is no agreement on what this type of thing should be called. Drug, molecule, compound, substance, medicine, or sacrament.

Hallucinogen, phantasticant, psychotomimetic or psychotogenetic.

Author prefers “psychedelic”, or mind manifesting; psychedelics show what’s in your mind, including hidden and repressed stuff. P. 31
There are 2 main families of psychedelic drugs; the phenethylamines and tryptamines.

 Phenethylamines build on phenethylamine. The best known is mescaline, derived from the peyote cactus of the US SW. p. 32 f.
Another is MDMA or “ecstacy”. Tryptamines are a derivative of tryptophan, and amino acid in food. Serotonin is a Tryptamine, but is not psychelic. DMT is the simplest tryptamine  psychedelic.
LSD contains a tryptamine core.

One of the best known tryptamine psychedelics is psilocybin, the active ingredients in magic mushrooms. Psilocybin differs from DMT by only one oxygen; it can be thought of as “orally active DMT” p. 32 f

We believe that psychedelics mimic the effects of serotonin in the body. We know of  20 or so serotonin receptor sites. Current research is trying to find which of these sites psychedelics attach to,  p. 38.

While  we know a great deal about the pharmacology of psychedelics, we know nearly nothing about how changes in brain chemistry relate to subjective experience. That is, we are far from understanding how activating particular serotonin receptors  translate into a new subjective experience. P. 39 

Part 2: What DMT Is

DMT is abundant in nature. P. 42

It is most abundant in plants of Latin America

In 1965, DMT had been isolated in human blood. In 1972 it was found in human brain tissue. Also in human urine and cerebral spinal fluid. It was shown that the body produced DMT, it thus becoming the first endogenous human psychedelic.
Endogenous morphine like substances are called endorphins. P. 48 Anti –psychedelic –drug sentiment turned researchers against studying endogenous DMT. P. 48

The question arose, what is DMT doing in our bodies? Psychiatry’s answer was “perhaps it causes mental illness.” Scientists believed that these “psychomimetics” induced a short term “model psychosis” in normal volunteers. It was hoped to find an endogenous drug to block the endogenous DMT, thus possibly providing a treatment for psychosis.
DMT research was just gearing up in 1970 when congress passed laws restricting its use.  P. 49

Encouraging the abandonment of DMT research appears as much driven by politics as science.
The brain is where DMT exerts it’s most interesting effects. 
The blood brain barrier prevents unwelcome agents from leaving the blood and entering the brain. Although 
This includes complex carbohydrates and fats that other tissues use for energy. The brain uses only simple sugar; glucose. 
The BB barrier rejects most drugs and chemicals, it “hungers” for DMT.  p. 52

Japanese researchers discovered the brain actively transports DMT across the BB barrier. No other psychedelic is treated with such acceptance. This is startling when we recall how easily biological psychiatrists dismiss DMT as having any value to the brain.
However, certain enzymes called monoamine oxidases (MAO) break it down within seconds. It is as if DMT is needed for normal brain function, but is prevented from building to too high a level. 

Strassman returns to the question: “why do our bodies make DMT”. His answer is because it is the spirit molecule. P. 53

Why is it a candidate? The effects are extraordinarily psychedelic. Feelings of joy, timelessness; deep insight.
3: The Pineal: Meet the Spirit Gland

Willis Harman had administered psychedelic drugs in an attempt to enhance creativity. The work was very promising. 

We first read about the pineal gland in the writings of Herophilus, a 3rd century BC Greek physician. The pineal is unique within the brain. All other brain sites are paired, as in left, right. No one in western civilization  had any idea what its function was. Descartes proposed the pineal was the “seat of the soul”. The intermediary between spiritual and physical. 
p. 59f

The human pineal becomes visible on the developing fetus at 7 weeks, or 49 days after conception. This is also the time at which sexual differentiation occurs. Electrical and chemical impulses from the eyes and ears pass close to the pineal before we can see or hear. The limbic, or emotional brain surrounds the pineal. Limbic structures allow experience of feelings of joy, rage, fear, anxiety and pleasure.
p. 61
for many years the pineal was thought of as a vestigial organ, like the appendix. That changed in 1958, when Aaron Lerner discovered melatonin in 1958, which began the era of the “melatonin hypothesis of pineal function.”

It was found that constant darkness blocked reproductive function and shrank sex organs and stimulated the production of melatonin, but constant light shrank the pineal, reduced melatonin, and turned on sexual function.

Author’s first guess was that melatonin was the spirit molecule. Melatonin is a tryptamine. P. 62
The function of melatonin in humans is uncertain, though its most noticeable effect is relaxation. Author decides it is NOT the spirit molecule. P. 66.
Chapter 4’ The Psychedelic pineal

Strassman’s belief, based on his studies, is that the pineal produces psychedelic amounts of DMT at crisis times in our lives: conception, birth, and death. In some cases, pineal DMT mediates meditation, psychosis, or NDEs.

The pineal has the right building blocks for DMT generation. It has the highest levels of serotonin in the body. It is also able to convert serotonin to tryptamine, critical in DMT formation. The enzymes that do the conversion of tryptamine to DMT are alsopresent in the pineal in high concentrations. These emzymes are methyltransferases, and attach a methyl group (CH3) to molecules.  Methylate tryptamine twice, an you have di-methyl-tryptamine, or DMT. The pineal is a reasonable place for DMT formation. Surprisingly, no one has looked for DMT in the pineal.   

The pineal also makes beta-carbolines, which inhibit the breakdown of DMT by MAOs. Certain plants that contain beta-carbolines are combined with other plants that contain DMT to produce the Amazonian brew ayahuasca.  Beta-carbolines may also be psychedelic, but they do seem to enhance the effects of DMT.

the first wave of human DMT research was to compare DMT and schizophrenic states. Psychosis is the only naturally occurring altered state we have any real data for. Strassman believes NDEs and spiritual experiences, as well as psychosis may be mediated by DMT. 
The pineal has high levels of a  small protein that interferes with the activity of DMT forming enzymes. Patients suffering from schizophrenia who were given doses of pineal gland extract showed marked improvement: the pineal extract must have contained tis small protein.
Researchers also found that methyltransferases that form DMT are more active in schitzophrenia cases. 

The fact that the pineal has a separate supply of adrenalin and noradrenalin, and is shielded from the adrenalin and noradrenalin of the rest of the body, would ensure that normal day to day stress would not trigger DMT production in the pineal.

p. 68 f

The speed of breakdown of DMT would address a major objection to the DMT theory of psychosis: blood levels of DMT from the arms of  normal and schizophrenic subjects is no different. The DMT may have broken down by the time it gets to the site of the blood test. 
p. 79
In the 1970s, Strassman discovered what he believed to be an important coincidence regarding the pineal and Buddhist beliefs about reincarnation. The Tibetan Buddhist Book of the Dead teaches that it takes 49 days for the soul of the recently dead to ‘reincarnate’. That is, 7 weeks from the time of death of a person elapses until the life force is reborn into it’s next body.

p. 81

Chapter 9: Under the Influence
Nearly everyone remarked on the powerful high frequency energy pulsing through them under the influence.

The least complex things they saw were kaleidoscope geometric patterns, which sometimes looked “Mayan”, “Islamic”, or “Aztec.”

Intense colors; background and foreground merge; 

Formed specific images; bird, tree; ballroom with crystal chandeliers; tunnels, stairways, ducts; 

Human and alien life forms that seemed to be aware of and interacting with the subjects. Animated spiders, mantises, reptiles.

Breakdown in normal fluidity of vision; “you guys looked robotic; jerkier; mechanical; geometric.

Auditory effects, but formed voices or music was rare. Usually high-pitched; whining, chattering, crinkling and crunching.

Most people found the high dose DMT session exciting, euphoric, and very pleasurable. 

For others, fear and anxiety were almost unbearable. A common effect was a loss of normal time perception. Often felt helpless; unable to function or act in the “real world”,

Chapter 12: Unseen Worlds

At the most basic biological level was the perception of DNA and other components:

“there were spirals of what looked like DNA, red and green”; a microscopic view of cellular activities; 

“there was a spiral DNA type thing made out of incredibly bright cubes. I “felt” the boxes at the same time that my consciousness shifted.”

“I felt the DNA release my soul’s energy and push it though the DNA. It’s what happened when I loat my body. There were spirals that reminded me of things I had seen at Chaco canyon. Maybe that was DNA. … The DNA is backed into the universe like space travel. One neest to travel without one’s body. It’s ridiculous to think about space travel in little ships.”

“They were 3-d circles and cones with shading. They moved a lot. It was almost like looking at an alphabet,  but it wasn’t English.  It was like a fantasy alphabet, a cross between runes and Russian or Arabic writing. It felt like there was some information in it, like it was data. It wasn’t random. 
One subject experienced the informational language aspect, and the nursery/playroom theme.

p. 146 f

Chapter 13: Contact Through the Veil: 1
p. 185 f

Indigenous cultures are in regular contact with such non-material beings, often through use of psychedelic plants. 

Terence McKenna experienced “self-transforming machine elves”

There was frequent contact with other beings, and there were common themes: manipulating, communicating, showing, helping, questioning the subjects.

Similar reports of “others” come from DMT induced experiences from studies in the 1950s.  

The subjects were patients with schitzophrenia who had been given DMT.

Strassman has found no studies reporting such contact with other psychedelics. Only with DMT do people meet “them”. 

Sensation like being possessed; something else taking control. 

Aliens in space station; 

There was often a powerful sense of an exchange of information. The type of information varies widely. 

“They were reptilian and humanoid. They wanted me to look into their bodies. I saw in them and understood reproduction; what its like before birth, the passage into the body.”

Procedures, more less intrusive, performed by these entities to the DMT subjects. 
In one case, they not only tesed and probed him, but also implanted something into his body. 

Subjects with astonishing stories tended to get hives. 

4-5 things that looked like saguaro cacti were on Ben “fast”. They probed him deeply, and seemed to know that time was limited. Ben felt like something was implanted in his left forearm.
There are surprising consistencies among volunteers reports of alien contact.  Sound and vibration builds until the scene almost explosively shifts to the “alien” realm. They find themselves on a bed, or high tech room. The highly intelligent beings are interested in the subject, seeming ready for his or her arrival and wasting no time in “getting to work”. The emotional quality is “loving, caring, or professionally detached. Their “business” appeared to be testing and even modifying the volunteers mind and body. They also attempt to convey information by gestures, telepathy, or visual images.  The purpose of the contact was uncertain, but several subjects felt a benevolent attempt to improve us individually or as a race. Strassman: “we were activating certain hard wired sites in the brain that elicit a display of visions and feelings in the mind. How else could so many people report similar experiences: insect like, reptilian creatures.? “

“ I believed these experiences were hallucinations… simply a product of brain chemistry.” However, the volunteers strongly resisted  biological explanations.  
Chapter 14: Contact Through the Veil: II

It was very intelligent. It wasn’t at all humanoid. It wasn’t a bee but it seemed like one.  It was showing me around the hive.. it was extremely friendly, and I felt a warm sensual energy radiating throughout the hive.  I decided it must be a wonderful thing to live in a loving and sensual environment like that. It said to me that this was where our future lay. 
Who were the insect like beings with such a keen interest in him – devouring and consuming, but also loving and nurturing?
p. 210

gottohere

we will see the striking resemblance between alien abductions and those reported in our DMT study. John Mack emphasizes the high frequency vibrations  abductees report. They also find the,seles on examining tables; the aliens are under absolute control. Despite its strangeness, the experience is “more real than real”  for many, the experience of fear is transformative.  “letting go” into the terror seems to change the experience from negative to positive. The typical alien looks like the typical media Grays, but are also frequently reptiles, mantises, and spiders.  Alien machines to breed “human alien hybrids”. Rapid transfer of information to abductee.  The relationship may later evolve into familiarity, meaningful connection and even love.  Abductees often report being told that the earth is in danger., apparently from environmental degradation.   
 Chapter 15: Death and Dying
In only sessions with two subjects of 60 did themes of death and dying clearly dominate. Set and setting may be the reason. 
Chapter 16: Mystical States

Yes, DMT could induce states similar to mystical experiences, but no, they did not have the same impact. P. 234

DMT reproduces timelessness, ineffability, coexistence of opposites, contact and merging with a supremely powerful, wise, and loving presence; sometimes experienced as a white light, the certainty that consciousness continues after death of the body, and a first hand knowledge of the “facts” of creation and consciousness.  P. 246

Chapter 17: Pain and Fear p. 247 f
Adverse effects ranged from being subtle, minor and brief to those that were terrifying, dangerous, or lingering. 25 of 60 volunteers had some adverse effects. However, most were if not minor, were very brief.. there were cases of confronting terrifying realities; of high pulse and blood pressure. 

The fact remains that DMT does not always lead to love and light. It is a potentially dangerous drug.  P. 263

Chapter 18: If so, So What?

Strassman doubts the transformative power of the DMT sessions in the volunteers everyday life.  He concluded that DMT is not inherently therapeutic. Set and setting; what the volunteers brought to their sessions, and the fuller contexts of their lives, was as amportnt as the drug. P. 276

Risks were real, and long term benefits vague. P 277
Chapter 20: Stepping on Holy Toes

There is generally little support for the incorporation of spirituality into the fold of clinical research. Neither is organized religion open minded and secure enough to seriously consider the spiritual potential of clinical research with psychedelics. P. 294

Politics won out in the withdrawing of the US monastic Buddhist community support for Strassman doing continued research on the spiritual value of DMT.  

Orthodoxy had to be maintained for advancement in the community. P. 305 f  

Chapter 21: DMT: The Spirit Molecule

It is almost inconceivable that a chemical as simple as DMT could provide access to such an amazing array of experiences. From deep insights to encounters with aliens. Abject terror or nearly unbearable bliss. Near-death and rebirth. Enlightenment. All from a naturally occurring chemical cousin of serotonin, a widespread and essential neurotransmitter.
It is just as fascinating to ponder why Nature made DMT to allow such experiences. P. 310

