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“In a world where pleasure is pathologized, Embrace Pleasure is a breath of fresh air. This is the book the world needs to begin to heal its sexuality and move from trauma to joy. Reading it helped me understand my journey and has given me a clear path to support others in healing. Full of fascinating information, this is essential reading for anyone seeking deeper self-awareness and more pleasure in life.”

TAMMY NELSON PHD, TEDX SPEAKER, HOST OF THE PODCAST
THE TROUBLE WITH SEX, AND AUTHOR OF OPEN MONOGAMY

“Under the guidance of a master clinician and fellow traveler, Embrace Pleasure is a groundbreaking book that integrates sexuality, psychedelics, and profound personal growth. Suited for experienced practitioners, newbies, and curious observers, it provides an overview of the use of psychedelics that has until this point been woefully inattentive to the impact of individual and collective trauma on intimacy, connection, and pleasure. Goldpaugh takes direct aim at the personal, cultural, and professional narratives that have hindered expansive experiences of sexuality and healing. The personal stories of transformation are the heart of this book and include a wide variety of storytellers interviewed by Goldpaugh with moving skill and sensitivity. At a time of such great uncertainty and trauma, this book is urgently needed. Run, don’t walk, to your nearest bookseller!”

SUZANNE IASENZA, PHD, AUTHOR OF TRANSFORMING SEXUAL
NARRATIVES AND COFOUNDER OF THE SEX THERAPY PROGRAM
AT THE INSTITUTE FOR CONTEMPORARY PSYCHOTHERAPY

“Finally, a healing resource that combines the ancient power of sex with the wisdom and medicinal nourishment of psychedelics. Now more than ever, we need to embrace pleasure where we can find it, and this book is the warm hug we need to navigate tumultuous times—both inside and out. A must-read healing guide for weary hearts and hungry souls seeking to create meaningful sex and satisfying relationships.”

CYNDI DARNELL, SEX AND RELATIONSHIPS THERAPIST AND
AUTHOR OF SEX WHEN YOU DON’T FEEL LIKE IT

“There’s no better author for this much-needed book on healthy eroticism. It is helpful, practical, and long overdue. Goldpaugh reminds us that the war on drugs has always been a war on pleasure and that ‘being present with pleasure, sensation, and deep joy even for a moment is a radical act.’”

JULIE HOLLAND, MD, EDITOR OF THE POT BOOK AND
AUTHOR OF GOOD CHEMISTRY

“Creative and erudite, Dee Dee Goldpaugh’s Embrace Pleasure offers a highly readable and entertaining narrative style that is also deeply informed by scientific research and anthropological perspectives. Once you’ve read it, your perspectives on sexual trauma, psychedelic therapy, and the healing power of pleasure will be transformed.”

JEFFREY GUSS, MD, PSYCHIATRIST, PSYCHOANALYST, AND
CLINICAL ASSISTANT PROFESSOR OF PSYCHIATRY
AT NEW YORK UNIVERSITY

“With a pleasurable rush, Dee Dee Goldpaugh’s Embrace Pleasure fills the vacuum created by hundreds of grimly serious books about psychedelics. Imagine acquiring practical, well-researched knowledge that you can use to transmute your emotional pain by skillfully embracing pleasure! I wholeheartedly recommend it.”

CHARLES WININGER, LP, LMHC,
AUTHOR OF LISTENING TO ECSTASY
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Dear reader,

“Pleasure” is the longest four letter word in the English language.

I’m considering this knotty thought while under a mosquito net in the sweltering heat of the Peruvian Amazon. I’m on an intercultural exchange trip with the Shipibo-Konibo people outside of Pucallpa, staying in a little hut in the rainforest.

For a New Yorker like me, it may seem there is not much pleasure to be had here—the brutal heat sticks to everything, the mosquitos are our constant companions, there is no Wi-Fi. But there are pleasures here too: the sweet savor of maduro at breakfast, a deep sense of relaxation in my bones after a week of rest, and the profound feelings of the psychedelic experience.

There is also the dear pleasure of reading this very book you are now holding.

When Dee Dee Goldpaugh invited me to pen a foreword for their book, I was delighted. Dee Dee is such a beloved figure in the psychedelic world. They are brilliant but not brash, grounded clinically with an abiding heart, and they are able to tackle tough issues with a sense of humor. They aren’t afraid to critique the often invisible structures of oppression girding our practices—structures that leave us feeling disconnected from ourselves, estranged from one another, and separate from the cosmos.

Embrace Pleasure: How Psychedelics Can Heal Our Sexuality is part of a broader project to reclaim what has been lost and expand the scope of what may be gained. Dee Dee explores the intricate dynamics of trauma, consent, healing, love, erotic vitality, sexually diverse relationships structures, sexuality with self and others, with a clear-eyed view on how psychedelics can serve as catalysts for healing, growth, and connection.

Dee Dee, with their clear and empathic voice, articulates a vision for a psychedelic philosophy of sexuality, intimacy, and pleasure. In a culture where psychedelics are illegal and pleasure is often seen as naughty, it’s quite a feat to bridge the two into a coherent discourse that challenges prevailing societal norms. Dee Dee’s book emerges at a crucial time, as our society grapples with the ongoing aftermath of fifty years of the War on Drugs and a prevailing sex-negative attitude that infuses much of our culture, including much of the contemporary psychedelic world. They navigate the historical contexts of psychedelics with great subtlety, from their use in psychotherapy and couples’ work to their controversial ban and reemergence as powerful medicines for hard to treat psychiatric conditions. They advocate for the rightful place of psychedelics as a legitimate form of practice for personal and collective healing. They confront the taboo of seeking pleasure as part of a healing path, especially in the “drug” context of psychedelics. In a world where pleasure is an epithet, when we embrace pleasure, it is not only a means of healing trauma, but it’s also a revolutionary act.

As you delve into the pages of this book, you are invited to reconsider your own beliefs about pleasure, trauma, and healing. It is likely to be a deeply personal read for you; it was for me. I was able to reconnect to my own body—my knees and joints and muscle and tendons and all the workings of the human organism, and to experience the sensations arising as forms of pleasure to be enjoyed—not as a problem to be solved, but as a reality to be experienced.

Goldpaugh offers not just a theoretical framework, but a practical guide to integrating these insights into your life, fostering a “love bubble” with yourself and your loved ones. Their narrative is a testament to the power of psychedelics to transform our experience of sexuality and intimacy. They urge us towards a future where pleasure is reclaimed as our birthright. As they write, “The question is, are we ready to receive a love that big?”

In our personal conversations on this topic, Dee Dee shared insights that cut to the core of our society’s deeply medicalized narratives as they relate to mental health and wellness. Their vision moves beyond the traditional objectification of patients and the so-called delivery of treatment within the health care system, envisioning a shift towards a community-centric, intersubjective approach to healing that values personal connections over impersonal treatments.

They confront the risks of boundary violations and ethical breaches that may accompany psychedelic sexual healing. Dee Dee does not shy away from sexual trauma and offers compassionate guidance. They underscore the critical need for explicit conversations about erotic transference and countertransference in supervisory contexts and in peer-led, community-based support for psychedelic practitioners. Without these discussions, practitioners are left without the tools to appropriately navigate and hold the erotic power that may arise in psychedelic work.

The therapeutic framework needs to be large enough to make sense of the psychedelic phenomena. The attempt to shoehorn complex psychedelic experiences into prescriptive and contained therapeutic modalities such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy serves to disavow powerful erotic undercurrents that are often present in highly charged treatment settings. This is a significant limitation in current practices for training practitioners in psychedelic therapy.

Dee Dee’s critique of the misuse of psychedelics and the dangers of spiritual bypassing is both necessary and timely, as is the call for a sex-positive approach to psychedelic therapy. They speak passionately about including pleasure and the erotic as celebratory aspects of our existence, rather than sources of fear or shame to be pathologized.

In reading, I came to untangle some of my own knots of anxiety and self-doubt and came to face my own fears and longstanding inhibitions. Dee Dee shows us it’s possible to write from a place of “safety, embodiment, pleasure, and joy.” Lying under that mosquito net, I listened to my body’s wisdom. I began to see my doubts as disconnections from deeper truths about pleasure, sexuality, and psychedelics that Dee Dee seeks to heal.

In the same way that “pleasure,” our longest four-letter word, encompasses an expanse of experiences and emotions, this book stretches beyond the conventional boundaries of understanding and feeling.

Embrace Pleasure is more than a book. It is a lively manifesto of healing, understanding, and, ultimately, how to feel truly good in our bodies and our hearts. Dee Dee Goldpaugh has crafted a love letter to the world that stands as a testament to the healing power of psychedelics and the revolutionary act of claiming our pleasure. I encourage you to approach the book with an open mind, ready to heal your own sexuality, reclaim pleasure, reconnect with our collective self, and maybe even rediscover the joy of feeling good.

ALEX BELSER, PHD

ALEX BELSER, PHD, is a clinical scientist, author, and licensed psychologist exploring psychedelic therapies. A cofounder of early psychedelic organizations, he researches the potential of psilocybin, DMT, ketamine, and MDMA therapies to improve human health and well-being. He is a coinvestigator at Yale University on a clinical trial to treat obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD). He served as chief clinical officer at Cybin where he led their clinical programs in the United States and Europe. He is the coeditor of Queering Psychedelics: From Oppression to Liberation in Psychedelic Medicine (Synergetic Press). His latest book, EMBARK Psychedelic Therapy: A New Approach for the Whole Person (Oxford University Press) offers a clinical guide to working with psychedelic medicines.
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THIS BOOK IS THE CULMINATION of a personal healing journey of over twenty years from trauma to transcendence; from isolation to connection; from numbness to being in touch with true pleasure. Western psychotherapy, spiritual practice, and loving relationships all had a role to play in my healing from sexual and relational abuse in childhood and sexual assault as an adult. But nothing has ever been capable of helping me feel, express, move through, and ultimately reconnect to pleasure in the way psychedelic medicines have. I believe this level of healing should be accessible to everyone who wants it. This book is a deeply personal expression because it is a reflection of the most profound healing I’ve experienced that I hope to share with others. Likewise, these ideas are also drawn from over seventeen years of professional experience as a psychotherapist supporting the healing of my clients. My training background is in somatically oriented trauma therapies including Internal Family Systems (IFS), Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR), sex therapy, and also in psychodynamic psychotherapy and relational therapies. I am also a ketamine-assisted psychotherapist and an expert in psychedelic integration psychotherapy, having developed and published specific techniques for sexual trauma survivors.

This book is born into a moment that is a turning point in the history of psychedelic medicines, and the messages contained within have no easy place in the corporate world of medicalized psychedelics which is becoming the dominant paradigm in the West. Readers interested in healing their sexuality, connecting more deeply to pleasure, experiencing more satisfaction in their lives, and who are interested in what role psychedelics might play in that process are the audience for whom I’m writing. However, it’s important to know this book is written with the assumption the reader may have some experience with or preexisting knowledge of psychedelics. If you are just starting your exploration of these medicines, or are new to learning about emerging mainstream psychedelic science and the contexts in which it occurs, you may want to first pause and read the glossary of this book, where key concepts in psychedelic research and theory are defined. There are also many wonderful books and websites for learning the very basics about psychedelic medicines and healing. This book is not an attempt to replicate existing foundational texts in this field. My aim in writing this book is to contribute to a psychedelic philosophy of pleasure, as well as offer a critical analysis of, and insights into all that is emerging in the field of psychedelic science. I hope that it will provoke thought, as well as provide useful tools and perspectives for your own healing journey.

This book is not medical advice. It’s intended to be information for all people seeking a deeper relationship with pleasure, survivors of sexual and relational trauma, and therapists who wish to offer support to their clients, more holistically empowering them to become active agents of their own healing. In the same spirit, this book is not a how-to on healing your trauma with psychedelics without clinical support. The support of highly trained therapists is often needed to heal severe sexual and relational trauma. The case vignettes that appear in this book are all composites from multiple people. No vignette represents a single individual (with the exception of the first-person accounts, all printed with full informed consent of all contributors that appear in chapter seven). The work that happens in the context of therapeutic confidentiality is sacred. The truth is, no one client ever has a story that is not mirrored in others as well. To protect the identities and stories of the people I’ve worked with, each vignette is a work of fiction inspired by, but removed from, real life.

I am a white, non-binary, queer, trauma survivor who grew up in an environment of financial disadvantage and have now attained education and stable income. As a white person living in the West, I will have blind spots in my perspective and analysis. I want to be clear that I do not presume to speak for the experience of marginalized individuals from communities to which I do not belong, and, while I offer thoughts and commentary on the experience of marginalized individuals from communities to which I do belong, no group is a monolith; the complex, intersecting dynamics of power, privilege, discrimination, and other social/cultural forces makes it impossible for me to speak on behalf of all individuals who happen to share a group identity.

It is important to acknowledge however the erasure of certain groups of people (such as BIPOC, disabled or queer people, for example) from contemporary psychedelic research. Many research studies often do not even ask questions that would help differentiate responses to psychedelics in these groups of people, so we really don’t know if there are indeed differences that can be illuminated through study. In any discussion of healing from trauma, it is important to acknowledge the discrimination, violence, and increased risk of trauma that members of these and other traditionally marginalized communities have faced and continue to face, which adds to the challenges some people have in feeling safe. Believing we can “cure” depression and anxiety with psychedelics while neglecting to address systemic injustices stemming from the forces of racism, unbridled capitalism, patriarchy, misogyny, colonization, homophobia, transphobia, fatphobia, a Western model of science and medicine characterized by materialist reductionism, and extremist movements such as white supremacy and religious extremism (the list goes on and on) will leave us traumatized and isolated, and are doomed to fail. While I have touched on some of these forces throughout the book, it is impossible to incorporate a full discussion into the complexities surrounding each. It is my hope therefore that diverse future writers continue with this discourse and help it to evolve.

All that being said, while I advocate for a more holistic approach to use of psychedelics, I write from within the cultural context I am situated. While I have made efforts to highlight the research and perspectives of people from traditionally marginalized groups, it is important to note that because the history of Western psychedelic science and research has largely been shaped by white, Western men, I have necessarily relied on the work of many of them to support my endeavor in writing this book. As I say in chapter six: “You can’t put toothpaste back in the tube. Here we are. We can only do everything in our power to act ethically given the current circumstances.”

It is also important to note that when I use the term “psychedelic science” I am referring to the contemporary Western endeavor of intense research into the use of psychedelics for healing here in the West. While some psychedelics are Western inventions (usually lab-created), plant medicines have a long history of use by Indigenous people, and as such, their use deserves special consideration. While cultural appropriation is a topic worthy of consideration, and while it is difficult to define what avoiding it looks like in practical terms, I believe it is incumbent upon non-indigenous users to consider how they might engage with these medicines in a way that is equitable and enhancing to the community and lineage holders of the medicine, ask questions about whether the work is carried out in a sacred and respectful way, and make an effort to minimize harm to the environment and surrounding communities. Evgenia Fotiou says it best when she says: “Indigenous peoples are not a-historical others but historical agents here and now. Superficial representations of Indigenous peoples and their knowledge systems only cause further trauma. When using plants that have been previously used by Indigenous peoples, at the very least they should be consulted about respectful ways of using them.”1

Whenever you see me referring to an individual using the pronouns “they/them,” it is because the individuals I am referring to have specified that they prefer use of these pronouns when referring to them in the third person. Also, throughout the book the term “man” or “male” and/or “woman” or “female” includes all male-identified and female-identified people respectively.

As I write, all life forms on our planet are experiencing the hottest temperatures ever recorded. Extreme weather has marked the past few months around the globe. We caused this, and it will take massive, extreme collective action not just on the part of individuals, but of corporations and governments to slow down the death rattle of our home planet. She is dying before our eyes. If you’ve ever attended to the bed of a dying person, a wonderful and mysterious thing can happen. The edges soften. Family members who could not get along find their deeper purpose and put strife aside. Tones are hushed and arguments cease. We understand that we are in the presence of a great transition when someone we love is dying. Grief holds the power to garner perspective and to open our hearts to the present moment. That is the energy I wish to carry into this book. As I sit writing on this dying Earth, I let my heart be softened, filled with compassion. I feel a renewed call to explore pleasure and healing, not just for its own sake, but because connection with our bodies, with our loved ones, our hearts, and the Earth herself is what this moment requires of us. I hope this book and the medicines that this great Earth has offered us, both through science and through plants and animals, can be used to support a shift toward pleasure, healing, and toward love.
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Birds flying high, you know how I feel

Sun in the sky, you know how I feel

Breeze driftin’ on by, you know how I feel

It’s a new dawn, a new day, a new life for me

And I’m feeling good . . .

“FEELING GOOD” AS SUNG BY NINA SIMONE




BEHOLD THE MUSHROOM. If we happen to be walking in the forest on a lush, damp day and come upon some fungi punctuating the landscape, what we are actually seeing is its fruiting body, the meaty, sensual, often interesting, sometimes alien-looking part that manifests into the world to which we assign use: culinary, visionary, or environmental. But the part of the mushroom that we don’t see, the mycelium, is far more vast and profound than what can easily witnessed above ground. Mycelia can stretch for miles, consisting of a filigree of hyphae that soaks up nourishment for the fruiting body to manifest in its worldly habitat. Not only that, but the mycelia create a vast underground communication network that delivers necessary nutrients to the other plants around it, creating a symbiotic relationship deep beneath the forest floor. So powerful, mycelium can even break down toxic waste created by humans.

As you visualize this mushroom (perhaps it even looks like the famed Amanita Muscaria, the red-capped, white-dotted mushroom that has been ubiquitous to artistic renderings of all things psychedelic) the picture that most likely comes to mind is the fruiting body. The flashy, fleshy part of the mushroom. But if we seek to understand what’s really going on, if we dare to inspect the scene more closely, we come to understand that the mushroom is being fueled by the expansive and unseen power grid of the mycelium. This is a perfect metaphor for the entheogenic inflection point into which this book has been born, some call a Psychedelic Renaissance. We are witnessing a massive cultural shift around the use and perception of psychedelics. Informed largely by the proliferation of psychedelic research into their therapeutic use in clinical settings, these substances are increasingly shirking their reputation as dangerous drugs of abuse, in favor of a new status as transformative medicines. But this new public perception, fueled by a plethora of mass media articles touting them as miracle cures, actually represents only a part of what psychedelics have to offer, and offers only a narrow view of how they are used. Their secret power, the attributes you won’t read about in research studies or popular articles about the healing of depression or smoking cessation, is that the psychedelic experience can also be joyful, sensuous, erotic, ecstatic, and, dare I say, pleasurable.

This book is about a topic that has been overlooked, ignored, and even reviled in the current medicalized psychedelic landscape: the healing power of pleasure. The new psychedelic frontier is populated by psychedelic start-ups racing to design treatments for every type of disorder imaginable in the hopes of banking a massive profit, while wellness gurus, researchers, and expensive retreats centers pitch the promise of miracle transformation. But, in the midst of all the frenzied empire-building, I believe the most powerful healing attribute of psychedelic medicines is being neglected, which is the power of psychedelics to help us connect with deep feelings of pleasure and bliss, connect to ourselves and our bodies, support us in living joyfully, connect to the divine, and embrace love. My intention for this book is to explore a psychedelic philosophy of sexuality, intimacy, and pleasure. Sexuality and psychedelics is a topic interesting in its own right, but my deepest motivation is to shine light on the most neglected and hidden places within ourselves where we carry the most painful wounds that prevent us from fully being fully alive inside our own bodies and connected to profound expressions of love. Healing our sexuality means healing our creativity, healing our wounded inner children, and restoring our life force to balance. Ultimately, a cause far, far beyond merely optimizing erotic pleasure or sexual novelty. All the research, all of the clinical trials, mean nothing if we don’t allow these medicines to wake us up to love.

This book is for the curious. That is the only essential ingredient to healing. Can we be curious enough to imagine the life that’s possible if we were able to have a relationship to pleasure unmitigated by the stories, striving, and belief systems that conspire to keep us from it? Psychedelic medicines are not a panacea. They are helpers, elders, archangels, delivering to us the message that we are allowed, by virtue of being born in a body, to enjoy our body and the full expanse of our minds, free from shame and outside regulation. Pleasure is our birthright. In this book I aim to describe crucial aspects of how psychedelics can help us to heal our sexuality, deepen sexual satisfaction, connect with pleasure, and come to a renewed relationship with ourselves and deeper relationships with partners. To make this argument convincingly, we must explore what pleasure truly is and what prevents us from accessing it. I will present a perspective on psychedelics and sexuality including a frank discussion of the harms and risks associated with the use of psychedelics. I will also expand upon a definition of one of the primary reasons erotic pleasure eludes us: sexual and relational violence and trauma, and briefly touch upon some of harms perpetrated in psychedelic spaces. Later chapters of this book offer a look at a number of widely used psychedelic medicines and tells a different story, the story you won’t hear in popular media, about each centered in their capacity to heal our sexuality and restore embodiment and pleasure.

IT’S THE END OF THE (PSYCHEDELIC) WORLD AS WE KNOW IT (AND I FEEL FINE)

Psychedelics have emerged from the shadow of stigma laid thick by decades of misinformation and prohibition and are now basking in the sun of mainstream attention and acceptance. Around the country, some of the efforts to decriminalize psychedelics are succeeding. Companies providing psychedelic education are training the first generation of clinicians in decades who will provide psychedelic treatments in medical contexts. Research studies on novel substances and proprietary molecules close to, but distinct from, ancestral sacred plant medicines are being pitched as a rapid cure for all manner of mental health disorders. We’ve now seen ourselves through the trend of microdosing—taking a small, sub-perceptual dose of a psychedelic to improve mental health and optimize performance—and are on to the development of psychedelics that aren’t psychedelic at all. In other words, biotech companies, keen to maximize efficiency in the mental health arena, are working assiduously to remove the apparently nasty side effect of actually tripping from psychedelic substances.1

I entered the entheogenic world when psychedelic conferences meant a few hundred weirdos on folding chairs in a church basement applauding people doing the very limited research at the time and hearing personal stories of healing. Now, I’m lost in a sea of tech bros and investors, pitching pills and transformative retreats, trying to find their way to the business track auditorium of the conference, many of whom have never had any substantial personal experience themselves with these medicines. Once, psychedelics were a world of outlaws and cosmic mind pirates. Now, you can just as easily walk into a conversation about how someone’s LSD microdosing schedule has improved their output at work, or a parent discussing how taking mushrooms improves their capacity to be present with their kids. It’s a new world.

At the same time, Indigenous peoples and cultures from whom many of these medicines originate are being regarded with increasing respect. Traditionally underrepresented peoples are holding more prominent roles in the Western psychedelic establishment and their voices and contributions are being valued. People who never would have considered psychedelic medicines as something “for them” are becoming curious and engaged in their healing potential. State governments are coming to realize that people should not be prosecuted for accessing healing medicines and are enacting laws to reflect this new stance. It is essential that we consider the potential consequences of an attempt to fold psychedelics into a medical model absent meaningful reform of the health care system this model resides in. Similarly, decriminalizing plant medicines without equal vigor for protecting the environment (the same one these plants originate from) is an exercise in futility, one that may leave us with access to sacred plants, but relegate all of us to life on a dying Earth.

All that being said, some of the contemporary research into psychedelic medicines has truly been thrilling. We have increasing scientific evidence from credible studies that support psychedelic use not only as a powerfully effective method of addressing symptoms of depression and anxiety2, trauma3, but also utility in improving creativity,4 life satisfaction,5 and mindfulness.6 These achievements of science sit as jewels atop a hard-won crown. Western scientific and anthropological interest in psychedelics began in the early twentieth century with the discovery of mescaline from the peyote cactus.7* But the story of psychedelics in Western science made a quantum leap in 1943 when Swiss chemist Albert Hofmann discovered his “problem child,” LSD, a discovery that fueled both a cultural and scientific revolution in the United States.8 During the 1950s, over 500 scientific articles were published on LSD, not in terms of addiction or social menace, but rather its potential role in psychiatry.9

Many of us know some version of what happens next. Psilocybin mushrooms and LSD (and decades later in the 1980s the synthetic entactogen MDMA), all meet the same fate. They all start as tools in the hands of therapists and psychiatrists with tremendous promise to help addiction, depression, and even as adjuncts to couple’s therapy. But when people started using these very same substances as vehicles for personal spiritual growth, sexual enhancement, pleasure, and even political revolution—that is, in a manner not condoned by (and well outside of the bounds of) the medical establishment—they were recast by the authorities as threats to the public good, culminating in the passage of the Controlled Substances Act of 1970, which halted all research and banned the use of all known psychedelics. Not only were people interested in exploring their own consciousness suddenly criminals, but promising research that held the potential to save many lives ended abruptly. Although the reasons why are a book in and of itself, I posit that fear of interracial sex, shifting expectations of gender, the dismantling of sexual mores, and a general cultural prohibition on pleasure have all always been part of the secret impetus for banning psychedelics and other substances under the banner of “public safety.”

It wasn’t until the 1990s that a new cohort of intrepid psychedelic researchers gained enough institutional legitimacy to support the launch of small clinical studies of psychedelics, as well as the private or academic funding necessary to do so. But psychedelic research had another problem, a respectability problem. If you want to be sure you won’t be perceived as a dangerous disruptor of the status quo which led to the demise of the first great wave of psychedelic research during in the 1950s and ’60s (something I will explore more later), you better button up your shirt and make sure psychedelics are seen as serious business. A few decades and several thousand peer-reviewed articles later, psychedelics are now a revenant washed clean from the stink of the “Free Love” movement and repackaged as a viable treatment for woes that ail respectable citizens. But what have we sacrificed to arrive in this place? In forging this shiny new facade for psychedelic medicines, many have forgotten that psychedelics have more to offer us than medical science would have us believe. It is important for those of us who live in the West to remember that today’s “cutting edge” research stands on the shoulders of Indigenous people who pioneered and refined the use of plant medicines, often over the course of generations, for purposes of healing, community cohesion, and spiritual and visionary practices that continue on to this day.11 Not to mention the use of psychedelics by legions of “underground” users—largely anonymous psychonaut pioneers, all working outside the bounds of the medical or scientific establishment who—through the sharing of first-hand knowledge with others (first orally, later via the internet)—anonymously contributed to an informal, decentralized collection of “best practices” that long-time underground users have relied on for years to inform their own journeys.

While the Controlled Substances Act of 1970 may have rendered psychedelic research impossible and gave rise to the failed War on Drugs, it did not stop these generations of seekers from continuing to explore their own minds even at great peril of arrest or other dangers. Certain therapists also quietly continued to offer psychedelic treatments to their clients, finding it unconscionable to withhold the very medicines that have the power to heal us on the deepest levels.12 When psychedelics were made illegal in the United States, they did not disappear: they simply went underground. And like the mycelium of the sacred mushroom, have flourished in darkness providing spiritual nourishment for those curious and intrepid enough to seek them out. But their reputation “above ground” continued to be mired in misinformation and scare tactics fueling the ongoing federal prohibition of these medicines. It is taboo to associate psychedelics with pleasure, especially sexual pleasure. Today’s psychedelic research world has been so committed to resurrecting psychedelics and restoring them to legitimacy, that they have overlooked and sometimes vehemently rejected the very reason the vast majority of people drawn to psychedelics used them in the first place. Because they feel good! Because they bring us home to ourselves. Bring us home to the Earth. Bring us home to pleasure; interpersonal, sexual, and sensual. It is my thesis that the restoration of pleasure is the deepest level of healing we can achieve.

The clinical psychedelic literature is sparse on the topic of pleasure. There is abundant research that points to pleasure, but only indirectly. Increased mindfulness, openness, qualities of increased creativity and non-judgment, all of which I discuss in depth later in this book, are pleasure-enhancing, yet seem to be beside the point when it comes to contemporary psychedelic research. A notable exception is a paper by Frederik Bøhling which endeavors to an “affective understanding of the joys of tripping.” Bøhling examined 100 “trip reports” of users of psilocybin mushrooms and LSD published in online forums. The author puzzles as to why pleasure has been omitted from the clinical discourse explaining that ignoring pleasure limits our scientific understanding of why people use psychedelics and what happens when they do. After all, pleasure is by far the most common reason people seek to alter their consciousness with substances. Bøhling notes, “One important dimension of the psychedelic experience that the scientific literature does not tell us much about, for example, is that tripping can be extremely fun.” He describes laughter, engagement with physical activities such as dance, and connection to other people and nature as common tropes in the experience of naturalistic psychedelic use. Bøhling’s parting remark? “Using psychedelic drugs for pleasure is purposeless, if we look at it from the prevailing instrumental, neo-liberal, and medical paradigms of contemporary society, but . . . so are all the things that make life worth living.”13

THE PRINCIPLE OF PLEASURE

Pleasure is a word that conjures strong emotional responses. I’ve seen this time and time again on the faces of my clients when I ask about pleasure in their lives, or on those of my colleagues when I talk about my work. For some, it evokes a quality of naughtiness, for some shame, for others fear. And for others, exhilaration and curiosity. We all know what pleasure is, we know it when we feel it. But because the cascade of human emotions around the notion of pleasure can be so fraught and so personal, I’d like to present a working definition for our exploration of psychedelics and pleasure. This definition is necessary given that we are molded by both the historical and contemporary rejection of pleasure stemming from Puritanism to modern day Christian extremism that conflates pleasure with sin, idleness, being lost in feeling, and unable to resist excess.

Just this morning I was having my coffee (probably the most pervasively used mind-altering substance in America today) and reading a New York Times opinion piece about masculinity in American culture. The article quoted a book by a conservative Republican senator who states men are called to “confront evil, embrace servanthood, privilege duty over pleasure, discipline their bodies and order their souls.”14 This view, centered on moral righteousness and the attributes of a well-ordered society, is nothing new. In fact, we are well served to remember that America was colonized by Puritans, people too uptight and pious for England. This conservative perspective pits pleasure against morality and specifically links the denial of pleasure to an elevated form of being. If we are expected to believe that pleasure signifies reckless abandon and social decay, and if survivors of sexual relational traumas associate pleasure with overwhelming sensations that lead to or signal danger, what is an approach to pleasure that supports a hypothesis that pleasure heals?

Being present with pleasure, sensation, and deep joy even for a moment is a radical act. I would not argue that everything we may think of as pleasurable heals us. For example, we can eat ice cream or engage in sex, both activities we often associate with pleasure, and simply be going through the motions. Likewise, we can overdo it, steeping ourselves in so much (so-called) pleasure, whether from alcohol, relentlessly scrolling through social media, or watching pornography, that we end up trapped in a state of suspended animation, not present or alive at all. It is not the act of merely engaging in the activity itself, but rather the savoring; the curious, mindful, sensual unfolding of a moment . . . that’s the kind of pleasure I’m talking about. Pleasure is an act of present moment awareness with a sensation or experience that brings good feeling, positive emotion, and has a quality of savoring the sensual. True pleasure does not numb us out or disconnect us from life, nor does it necessarily lead us down any morally problematic path. Pleasure is an explosion of authentic presence, an access point to peak living. I hope to convince you that psychedelics hold tremendous promise in their ability to help us connect to this quality of experience during an entheogenic experience, as well as help us expand our window of access to pleasure in post-medicine integration, to support our ability to maintain ongoing life enhancement.

In what I assume to be a bid to “redeem” itself from the bygone era of psychedelic sexual liberation, the current psychedelic ecosystem—firmly entrenched in the same medicalized approach characteristic of nearly all healing modalities in the West—is likely one of the major reasons why pleasure is omitted from the current discourse on these medicines. But why might we as people be so resistant to experiencing real pleasure? In my observation, the answer to this question is as systemic as it is personal. First, experiencing pleasure requires safety. Overwhelming stress can be a barrier to feeling safe and a reason people may struggle to feel pleasure. Our current societal condition, characterized by gross economic inequality, in which all adult members in a household may be working a full-time job, beholden to the fast-paced, highly competitive economic system—many struggling simply to meet their basic material needs—are all factors that can contribute to stress. Systemic issues like poverty, relational violence, and barriers to access (to capital, education, and adequate medical care, to name a few), along with the discrimination and violence members of traditionally oppressed communities face, also add to the difficulty of achieving the sense of safety required to experience true pleasure. All of these factors must be part of our foundational awareness as we explore pleasure, else we risk labeling individuals as deficient, responsible for their own suffering, inadequate at reaching for those old bootstraps, when they are simply trying to survive the stressors around them.

Individual survivors of interpersonal or relational traumas, including sexual trauma, have an additional obstacle to achieving the sense of safety necessary to experience true pleasure: the protective nature of the human nervous system. Trauma theorist Bessel van der Kolk shifted the perspective of trauma for many with his widely-read book The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in The Healing of Trauma.15 Van der Kolk illustrates how trauma is less about the terrible event that happens to us, and more about how that event is stored in our body and adaptive nervous systems, grooming us to adopt a state of hyper-attunement to any stimulus in our environment that may signal danger. Survivors of sexual trauma, particularly in childhood, often experience even more severe psychological fragmentation leading to a lived experience that is constantly mediating between a safe present and a dangerous past.16 How can we help our bodies to be present with the pleasure of the present moment if only some parts of us are actually in the present moment?

Life in a culture held captive by unbridled capitalism—which rewards profit, competition and material wealth above all else—is another reason we struggle to experience meaningful and enduring pleasure. Prioritizing pleasure might require loosening our grip on unrestrained ambition and productivity, both powerful social influences. As psychologist Stella Resnick puts it, “The fact that in our society people are more interested in peak performance than peak experience says something very significant about our popular values and why it can be hard for people to hold onto their happiness.”17

Our culture awards achievement and self-control. We are socialized with the legacy of Puritanism that extols work as salvation and pleasure as a path to danger and social disenfranchisement (and perhaps even Hell). Not only might we be toggling between traumas of the past and the present, we are also confronting a toxic culture that values financial dominance over community stability, exertion over joy, and self-control over exaltation. Resnick continues, “While we now have a substantial body of evidence showing that feeling good is good for us, the grand irony is that most people, to varying degrees, hold themselves back from feeling as good as they can.”18 Why might we do that? Because—as mentioned earlier—the body cannot sustain a connection to pleasure unless it feels safe. The ability to take pleasure from situations of simulated danger or intensity (such as those commonly enacted in BDSM and kink play for example) is predicated upon knowledge of actual safety and enthusiastic consent that allows the experience to be pleasurable. We are able to enjoy experiences of high stimulation and exhilaration, sexual and otherwise, when we are fairly sure we won’t be harmed.

When we imagine the role psychedelics might play in supporting our access to pleasure, it is essential to consider not just the healing potential of individual psychedelic experiences, but also how to create containers for healing that are truly safe. An effective container is characterized by safety from interpersonal harm, complete removal from (or given the reality of legal restrictions, partial mitigation of) legal risk, safe facilitation, and, in order to limit inherent risks associated with the ingestion of any medicine, only using substances known to be free from harmful adulterants in recommended doses. Psychedelic pleasure is not only about destigmatizing fun, it is also about equitable medical access for those who want it, decriminalization, culturally competent psychedelic training, and healing spaces hosted by the communities for whom they are created.

Learning how to reorient our relationship to pleasure plays an important role in healing our sexuality. Sexual pleasure can be any act of stimulation intended to elicit a sexual response, including erotic self-touch, partnered sexual connection, the reading of erotica . . . the menu of delights is limitless. But whether due to sexual abuse, poor sex education, a strict religious upbringing, or simply the struggle to navigate daily life in the modern world, for many of the clients with whom I’ve worked, the thought of any of these overtly sexual activities is panic-inducing.

Healing our sexuality can also stem from sensual pleasures and connection with yourself. The sensations of safety and warmth in a platonic embrace, savoring the feeling of warm water rushing over your skin in the shower, reveling in the silver glow of a moonlit night are all experiences we might have access to in our day-to-day lives that are potentially bursting with sensuality. Bringing a quality of awareness, attunement, and even allowing for the possibility of awe in each moment can transform our life from rote and ordinary, to a playground of the erotic if we allow for the erotic to mean all experience that have the power to bring us deep sensations of pleasure through the body. These experiences of sensuality are available to us in nearly every moment, whether or not we have a partner, and even if we have experienced trauma that makes explicitly sexual connection difficult.

I have observed in my work with hundreds of clients that developing a healing relationship to our sexual selves is far bigger than just learning to enjoy sexual contact or limit out-of-control sexual behaviors. It is about learning to bring our sexual energy, our very life force, into a balanced relationship with the rest of our being, a task that includes ethics, embodiment, and the elimination of shame.

Supporting psychedelic pleasure is a complicated endeavor. Thanks to the trove of mass media articles redeeming the notion of psychedelic healing, people are coming to view psychedelics more favorably. But while psychedelics have gained respectability for their therapeutic utility, their potential to enhance pleasure remains largely unexplored. How and why did we come to see psychedelics as dangerous disruptors of social order and agents of insanity in the first place? The War on Drugs sought to sear a dividing line into the country between “respectable” citizens and drug users. But the conspiracy against drugs also had a secret agenda, and that agenda had to do with sex.

THE WAR ON DRUGS HAS ALWAYS BEEN A WAR ON PLEASURE

“Public enemy number one . . .”19 with these words, Richard Milhous Nixon marked the beginning of the United States’ formal assault not only on illicit drugs, but the people who use them. The phrase “public enemy number one” referred to the scourge of drug abuse supposedly tearing the fabric of the nation apart in the early 1970s, a problem the War on Drugs supposedly sought to rectify. In reality however, the taxpayer-funded War on Drugs resulted in disaster, including the cruel persecution of Black and Brown people and communities, the dismantling of organized political resistance to state violence, and mass incarceration. Much has been written about the political and racist motives behind the War on Drugs, but what goes largely unmentioned is that throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, the United States’ policies on drugs were also an attack on pleasure. And by pleasure, I am referring not only to the pleasurable effects afforded by the substances themselves, but also things like the fear of “untamed” sexuality, the so-called sexual “moral corruption” of white women (usually by men of color), and the loosening of sexual mores and traditional gender roles.

Understanding this history is important to the thesis of this book, because if one of the obscured reasons psychedelics, and in fact all drugs, are illegal (or gated by the medical establishment) is indicative of an institutional desire to suppress pleasure and sexual autonomy, then the War on Drugs is also a War on Pleasure. The link between the War on Drugs and fear of pleasure is best illustrated in the orchestrated state suppression of the hippie anti-war “Free Love” movement. The Free Love movement, heavily associated with the use of cannabis and LSD, challenged traditional social structures and gender expectations, and promoted the idea of love as an antidote to imperialist violence. But a look further back into history gives us a glimpse into an even more insidious story, the story about how the fear of sex and pleasure fueled United States drug policy.

Prior to the start of the formal War on Drugs in the 1970s, laws had already been enacted to prohibit various substances feared to draw users into moral decay or sexual abandon. But this is nothing new. Mind-altering substances have always inspired fear and fascination. And wherever colonization and religious extremism took hold, you could bet entheogens in particular would face a swift condemnation. Throughout Mesoamerica during the 16th and 17th centuries, sacred texts were burned that contain information on visionary rituals that were then lost to the world.20 Throughout the New World, cults that used psilocybin mushrooms or mescaline-containing cacti were stamped out, their members facing persecution by Christian colonizers. By 1720 the use of peyote was banned by Spanish oppressors in Mesoamerica.21

While the central reason that the Catholic Church sought to ban the use of visionary plants and fungi was primarily about spiritual control, namely ensconcing the institution of the church as the only conduit to a divine experience of God, the historical record implies that the Aztecs, at least, may have been using sacred mushrooms for other pleasures. A main source of information about psilocybin mushroom use in the New World springs from the Aztec culture who referred to the mushroom with the juicy moniker “teonanacatl,” the flesh of the gods. In Andy Letcher’s exceptionally well-researched and entertaining book, Shroom: A Cultural History of the Magic Mushroom, he describes an account by the friar Diego Durán based on an Indigenous source that details the distribution of psychoactive mushrooms at the coronation of an Aztec king in 1481 causing users to “rejoice and grow merry and become somewhat tipsy.” Letcher speaks of the “evident delight with which Aztecs took mushrooms to accentuate the pleasure of dancing” as thoroughly modern.22

Subsequent centuries of repression of the use of sacred plants in the New World sought to end spiritual practices linked to their consumption. But at least one source suggests that these plants and fungi may have been used for other purposes too, including fun. Since the historical record has largely been destroyed as mentioned above, it’s impossible to know if pleasure was a reason ancient cultures might have used these medicines. Since the pursuit of pleasure seems to be a universal human experience, it’s hard to imagine that pleasure did not play some role in the use of sacred plants and fungi in many cultures, even if it was a happy byproduct of practices centered on healing, spiritual development, or community ritual.

In the United States today, we are still living with the legacy of the modern history of persecution in which the repression of sexuality and pleasure are latent motivations for enacting drug prohibitions. In my opinion, what united arguments against drugs in the United States from the 1870s onwards was the widespread fear that drug use would cause sexual promiscuity, incite sexual violence, and (perhaps most terrifyingly) cause white women to mix with Men of Color who would then lure them into sexual relations. I believe these persecutions had one aim, to curb sexual contact and by extension, pleasure.

This theme can be traced throughout the history of the attitudes and policies surrounding a variety of substances, ranging from the psychedelic to the anesthetic. The first anti-narcotics ordinance in the United States for example, was passed in 1875 targeting opium dens, venues in which people actively sought to experience the pleasure that an opium high induces. Notably, this ordinance against opium not only served as legal basis to justify unrestricted raids and searches of premises owned by the Chinese, but also sought to curb another sources of pleasure: sexual relationships between Chinese men and white women associated with opium dens.23* Ironically, by the late 1800s, sixty percent of opium addicts were not those lured into dens, but instead women prescribed opium by their doctors to treat “female troubles” such as menstrual cramps, uterine issues, and nervous conditions.25

The case of the Native American use of peyote represents a parallel, yet unique, attempt at prohibition. Americans of European descent occupy the unceded land of Indigenous Americans. Unlike the Chinese, Native Americans could not be sent “home,” so spiritual control (repressing of their right to access their sacred medicines) was used a means not only to force them to assimilate, but to prevent their supposed influence on promoting the “unbridled sexuality” it produced in young girls. In his book The Peyote Effect, From the Inquisition to the War on Drugs, Alexander Dawson describes moral panic that ensued as a result of the belief that “secret agents,” spreading peyote across western reservations, would undermine the “protection of Indians and their development into the citizenship of the country.” Dawson cites testimony given to the United States government that cites “the effect of peyote on morals . . . especially is this true with regard to sexual matters. A number of young girls, some of whom had been attending school, have gone bad under the influence of peyote.” Further “scientific” testimony claimed peyote “produced visions that could not be controlled, unbridled sexuality, and an experience that had long lasting effects.”26

Likewise, the prohibition of cannabis was explicitly linked to fear of sexual relationships between Black and Brown men and white women. Harry Anslinger, the first capo of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics (who also has the distinct honor of being the man who made a career out of personally tormenting singer Billie Holiday) is quoted as saying, “There are 100,000 total marijuana smokers in the U.S. and most are Negros, Hispanics, Filipinos, and entertainers. . . . This marijuana causes white women to seek sexual relationships with Negros, entertainers, and any others.”27 Such historical evidence should give us pause and prompt questions about other motivations for drug prohibition here in the United States. Certainly, there is not one answer to this question, but many. While the massive failure of the War on Drugs has sparked increased interest and support for changing drug policy in the United States, it is equally important to ponder the many covert reasons for drug bans, such as public fear of unbridled sexuality and interracial sexual contact as a means to repress sexuality and pleasure in general.

Certainly, it’s impossible to engage in a historical examination of drugs, sex, and pleasure without discussing the social implications of the Summer of Love and the hippie movement. The 1960s represented a time in American culture where young people were pushing back on the sexual, moral, and social norms that had pervaded the post-War years in the United States. The massive consciousness shift of the hippie movement challenged firmly held assumptions about the social roles of women and men, the social order of different races in the United States, and the way people could engage in sexual relationships. In The Hippies and American Values, author Timothy Miller references a Time Magazine article from 1967 that outlined the hippie ethos, “Do your own thing, whenever you have to do it, and whenever you want. Drop out. Leave society as you have known it. Leave it utterly. Blow the mind of every straight person you can reach. Turn them on. If not to drugs, then to beauty, love, honesty, fun.”28 This consciousness shift was heavily influenced by two powerful chemicals that came onto the scene during the sixties and changed the world: LSD and the Pill.

The hippies inherited a world from their parent’s generation that largely suggested sex should be within marriage (certainly for women), it was your patriotic duty to fight just wars (WWII standing as an example of what may constitute a war worth fighting), and living a life bound by convention and conformity was assumed. The Free Love movement arose as a tidal wave of change. In the midst of all this, the birth control pill was introduced to U.S. markets, giving women far more reproductive control than they had ever had before, and by 1965 twenty-seven percent of American women were on it.29

During the Free Love years, you have a rising anti-authoritarian sentiment anchored in opposition to the Vietnam War, mixed with an appetite for sexual freedom. All this happened in a moment when women have exponentially more control over their bodies thanks to the Pill. Radical activist of the era, Peter Coyote, produced a quote that sums up what was perhaps a collective sentiment, “I was interested in two things: overthrowing the government and fucking. They went together seamlessly.”30

It is against this backdrop that LSD makes its entrance from stage left (stage left being a Sandoz laboratory where the scientist Albert Hoffman accidentally synthesized and ingested a substance in 1943 that would change the world and psychedelic history forever, and send him on the world’s first LSD trip). LSD first is considered a powerful tool for therapy to treat alcoholism, depression, and interestingly, to mimic and study psychosis.31 But the “moral panic” around LSD really doesn’t take hold until it begins to creep into the counterculture and act as the trippy rocket fuel for a sexual revolution.

To tell a more robust story about LSD, American culture, and the hippie movement fully would be a book itself (and many good ones have already been written, such as Jay Stevens’ Storming Heaven: LSD and the American Dream and Acid Dreams: Complete Social History of LSD, The CIA, The Sixties and Beyond by Martin Lee and Bruce Shlain). I’ll keep my analysis brief and germane to the argument that the War on Drugs was indeed a War on Pleasure, although it is essential to make mention of the fact that by excluding this more fully fleshed out analysis of LSD’s influence on American culture, I am also excluding its very dark chapters such as the role LSD played in the brutal murders perpetrated by the Manson Family. Moreover, the 1960s afforded women more sexual autonomy while still falling short of offering them greater political autonomy and financial equality. Problems that “turning on” with LSD clearly didn’t solve.

Social scientist Miranda DiPaolo writes, “While the discourse on illegal drugs and marginalization is often focused on cannabis, cocaine, and heroin, I contend that LSD is left out of the conversation too frequently and that it, too, was criminalized in order to target a specific group of people.”32 Who was it intended to target? The hippies. A concerted effort was made in the media to vilify LSD and cast an image of the drug distinct from its use in therapy, but instead its association with a group of long-haired, flower-clad people who wanted to expand their minds and liberate their sexualities from previously constricting social norms. The hippie pleasure revolution was comprised largely of people who detested war and embraced values of equality, peace, and sexual autonomy. While the media-generated rhetoric about the dangers of LSD included scare tactics like such as the untrue assertion that it damaged chromosomes, caused insanity, and uncontrollable impulses,33 I believe the covert reason that LSD was so heavily stigmatized was because it was the catalyst that shifted minds precisely towards these qualities of non-aggression and sexual autonomy.

Rachel Nuwer’s book I Feel Love: MDMA and The Quest for Connection in Our Fractured World provides a riveting social history of MDMA which serves as an even more poignant and contemporary example of how the fear of people using a substance for the purpose of pleasure can precipitate a severe governmental response to its use that is not grounded in either science or common sense. Nuwer writes floridly of the salad days of MDMA before it was placed on the U.S. government’s restrictive Schedule I, making it both illegal to possess and inhibited access to therapists who had been previously using MDMA primarily as a safe and successful adjunct to couple’s therapy. She describes the availability of MDMA-enhanced massage, exclusive nightclubs where MDMA usurped alcohol as the enhancement of choice, and gatherings where human connection ruled.34

Nuwer cites Alexander “Sasha” Shulgin’s own notes after ingesting MDMA. Nuwer quotes him, “I feel absolutely clean inside, and there is nothing but pure euphoria . . . Everyone must get to experience a profound state like this. I feel totally peaceful. I have lived all my life to get here, and I feel I have come home. I am complete.”35 Shulgin is considered the modern godfather of many psychedelic substances, having discovered novel compounds he most certainly used personally for pleasurable purposes. For reference, see Shulgin’s opus PIHKAL: A Chemical Love Story which is peppered with stories of the Shulgin and his wife Ann using phenethylamines such as MDMA, 2C-B, and other novel chemicals for sex, connection, and simply exploring the limits of their own hearts and minds.36

Shulgin resynthesized MDMA in his lab from a forgotten chemical shelved by Merck in 1912 (a story I will expand upon in chapter six) and reintroduced this substance, considered by many to be the undisputed apex of psychedelic pleasures, to the world. During the 1970s and early ‘80s, MDMA enjoyed wide use both in therapy, and in nightlife and personal explorations by users explicitly for the purpose of pleasure. But as MDMA’s reputation for pleasure grew, so too did the government’s determination to restrict it.

Up until this point, it seems inevitable that MDMA, once an unscheduled substance that permeated both social life and therapy just below the surface, would be cracked down upon once it began to proliferate as a drug of sensual joys. What makes MDMA’s story so devastating, and so eye-opening, is exactly how that crackdown happened. Fueled by Reagan-induced drug hysteria, the case of MDMA was brought before a DEA judge tasked with reviewing the evidence on the substance and determining its fate. The DEA judge determined that MDMA indeed had documented therapeutic benefits and low potential for abuse. He recommended MDMA be placed on the less-restrictive Schedule III which would have enshrined its place for medical accessibility. And then, in what is perhaps the most lucid example illustrating how the War on Drugs was less about health and safety than it was a War on Pleasure, the DEA took this determination and said, “You know what? Nah. Therapeutic benefits? Don’t care. If people are using it to have fun, it must be banned.” And banned it was. It was MDMA’s fate to land on Schedule I, the most restrictive category suggesting there was no accepted medical use and a high potential for abuse.37 Many people knew better.

It is beyond the scope of this book to tell the full and fascinating social history of any of these substances. But it is incumbent upon us to question the narratives we receive about substances, sex, and pleasure, and exactly why these substances have been so vilified in the first place. It is worth noting in summary that the War on Drugs is, and historically has been, largely aimed at narcotics, not psychedelics. And likewise, the people who have suffered most because of the War on Drugs have not been psychedelic users, but instead Black and Brown people and other marginalized communities unfairly targeted and arrested for the use of other substances even though these populations use drugs at about the same rate that white Americans do.38 Perhaps it’s time to use the momentum that psychedelics have gained in terms of mainstream acceptance and leverage that toward a more just drug policy regarding all substances that would benefit the people most unjustly harmed.

THE LONG ROAD HOME TO YOURSELF


My Personal Journey of Healing Trauma

It was my own healing journey from sexual and relational abuse in childhood and sexual assault as an adult, as well as my professional therapeutic work with survivors of sexual and relational violence, that inspired me to write this book. For me, it is not theoretical, it’s personal. With all this discussion of pleasure, it must be noted up front that when severe sexual or relational violence has occurred, we cannot just wish it away, ignore it, and move on to pleasure. We must take the time to process and accept what has happened to us and grieve what we’ve lost, or in some cases, never had. I wish that simply taking a psychedelic medicine would catapult us to a state of blissful and complete healing, but it doesn’t work that way. The terrible things that have happened to us must be felt, witnessed, and grieved. Community and safe relationships are often not enough to do the job. We might need therapy or other forms of healing with a skilled professional who has the capacity to witness our pain and apply clinical techniques to help our body move through it. There is no ecstasy without first feeling the grief. But in my practice as a psychotherapist, I began to question the medical assumption that healing is the mere remission of symptoms of trauma, anxiety, or depression. True healing is, in fact, so much deeper than that. Healing is coming to a place where we are connected to ourselves, other people, to hope, to accountability, to our bodies, and to the Earth; to a life worth living. Psychedelics can be wildly helpful tools for enabling such connection and thus supporting our ability to heal from acute trauma. We know this from the proliferation of research into their therapeutic potential. But the wider view for which I’m arguing does not stop there. It includes the creation of psychedelic community ritual, sensuality, sexual liberation, and joy, all of which are accessible to us when we are willing to feel and confront the traumas in our past.

I gravitated to the professional practice of psychotherapy and the specific populations with whom I work not only to help others but to find healing myself, to make myself an experiment in healing and benefit others simultaneously. Like many survivors, I sought out traditional psychotherapy as a first step in my own healing process. I had a few very lovely therapists, trained predominantly in psychodynamic approaches to treatment; in other words, therapy that centers on talking and making meaning or garnering insights about your past. While their attunement, caring presence, and being able to tell
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