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DMT: The Spirit Molecule describes the first serious scientific re
search done with an extraordinarily intense and fast-acting, yet short
duration, psychedelic substance that occurs naturally in the human 
body, N,N-dimethyltryptamine, or DMT. It is also the story of overcom
ing the difficulties of doing research that the federal government would 
rather nobody do, and the toll this research took on the scientist as well 
as on the science. In addition to giving us his account of the rigorous 
science involved, psychiatrist Rick Strassman freely and ingeniously 
speculates as to the relationship of DMT to other extreme experiences, 
including near-death experiences, mystical experiences, and, surpris
ingly, alien abductions.  

Chemically the simplest of the tryptamine psychedelics, DMT is found 
not only throughout the plant and animal kingdoms, but is also an 
endogenous human psychedelic; that is, it normally occurs in the hu
man body. One of the constituents of snuffs and brews used by South 
American shamans for thousands of years (it is especially prevalent 
in South American plants), DMT was first isolated in 1946, and then 
briefly tested by Hungarian chemist and psychiatrist Stephen Szara 
in the 1950s. DMT gained a reputation as being a rather frightening 
substance, and lay fallow scientifically for several decades.  
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By 1990, Strassman, a professor at the University of New Mexico 
School of Medicine, had obtained permission from the United States 
Government's Drug Enforcement Agency and numerous review boards 

at the University of New Mexico to conduct a study to determine the 
range of psychological experiences that result from ingesting DMT.  
Strassman administered roughly 400 doses of DMT to 60 human vol
unteers. What he found and reported on was an extraordinary range 
of experiences, from moments that resembled full-fledged psychotic 
episodes with paranoid fantasies to reports that seemed in form and 
tone to resemble classical mystical experiences. A large percentage of 
the book consists of first person reports supplemented by laboratory 
notes of what individuals actually went through during their DMT ex
periences, including bizarre encounters with alien worlds and entities.  

Of particular interest to readers of this journal were those reports 
that seemed very similar to classic near-death experiences, as well as 
a series of narratives that read like the reports of alien abductions. A 
major speculation, based on Strassman's research, is that during times 
of extreme duress, the human body may generate a sudden excess of 
DMT from the pineal gland. Crossing the blood-brain barrier almost 
instantly, this DMT triggers biochemical changes that are reported as 
experiences of cosmic consciousness, mystical union with the godhead, 
near-death experience, and enlightenment. It may be that our brains 
and minds undergo the same experiences whether DMT is released 
spontaneously upon trauma or administered under strict laboratory 
conditions.  

Strassman also takes us behind the curtains of conventional scien
tific reporting and freely describes the obstacles, the failures, and the 
personal difficulties that he encountered during the years it took to get 
permission for, and to conduct, his research. An ironic parallel is that 
the seniors in his own religious community became equally as unhappy 
with his continuing research as did the established scientific hierarchy.  

This is not a "woo-woo," everything-is-terrific, psychedelics-are-for
everybody book. It is a sober, even somber, tale of the difficulties met 
along the research path, even by one committed to playing by the 
rules. Moreover, as the book goes on, it becomes increasingly clear that 
Strassman himself had come to the "undeniable realization that DMT 
was not inherently therapeutic" (p. 276), and that "Risks were real, and 
long-term benefits vague" (p. 277), and that despite the number of near
death and mystical sessions, there was an "ineffectiveness in effecting 
any real change" (p. 277). For about the first third of the book, I (J. F.) 
wanted to do nothing more than experiment personally with DMT. By
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the middle of the book, however, I was less sure, and, by the end of the 
book, I decided I had far less interest.  

This book should be considered as explanatory literature regarding 
possible physiological events linked to near-death and related experi
ences. Taking us from the inner workings of the government/university/ 
medical research matrix to the inner workings of the human brain 
and mind, DMT: The Spirit Molecule is an often gripping tale of how 
real-world science can be brought to bear on transordinary experience 
and accompanying brain function.


