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PREFACE

It’s hard to believe how far DoubleBlind has come since we began in 2019. It started as a passion project—a print magazine that we were literally packing into envelopes and driving to the post office ourselves, with the help of our parents. When we had the idea for DoubleBlind, it wasn’t because psychedelics were gaining exponential traction in the mainstream (although they were). At the time, we were both reporting on cannabis and psychedelics for VICE, Rolling Stone, LA Weekly, Playboy, and other publications, and we were lit up by the idea that psychedelics could be a jumping-off point to tell stories about many of the most prescient issues of our time.

We called up the best journalists and photographers we knew and sold them on the dream. Our pitch was that the places we were all already writing for—major magazines and newspapers—were covering psychedelics, but they were mostly talking about research into the uses of psychedelics for mental health. We wanted to report on that, but also to utilize the growing interest in psychedelics as a lens into other topics: a pharmaceutical industry that requires companies to invest hundreds of millions of dollars into drugs, only to often make them inaccessible; the growing interest worldwide in yoga, meditation, and other spiritual practices; the pitfalls of the criminal justice system; and many others.

We wanted to tell an even bigger story, too, about how psychedelics might propel us to be more conscientious global citizens. We wanted to help people understand how psychedelics can be connected to a larger framework that spans from their potential for conflict resolution to how they might awaken people to the climate crisis. We wanted to center the voices of Indigenous stewards who have preserved the knowledge around many of these plants and fungi for millennia. And we wanted to talk honestly about the risks and limitations of psychedelics, rather than romanticizing them as a silver bullet for the mental health crisis or the world’s systemic problems. (They may be one tool for addressing the challenges humanity faces today, but they’re certainly not a panacea.)

Though it felt like we birthed DoubleBlind, it quickly took on a life of its own. Hundreds of thousands of people came to our website, without any promotion, in the first week we started publishing. The original vision was just a print magazine, but soon we were invited to speak at Harvard, SXSW, and dozens of psychedelic conferences. And we were getting queries from thousands of people who wanted advice on how to journey on psychedelics. We heard from mothers with postpartum depression who wanted to microdose, veterans who wanted to go to the Amazon and try ayahuasca to help them process their trauma, baby boomers who hadn’t tripped for decades but now wanted to come back to psychedelics for mental health, and people from a wide variety of backgrounds who were simply interested in exploring the nature of consciousness or deepening their spiritual paths. People didn’t want just journalism from us—they wanted education, community, and support. So we began to put out classes and workshops with leading therapists, researchers, and Indigenous healers whom we knew from our reporting. To date, we’ve had thousands of people graduate from our classes.

This book serves as a compendium of all the best wisdom we’ve gathered along the way about how to engage with psychedelics. It includes practical tips on how to take psychedelics, within the context of our reporting about the ethics of turning these substances into legal medicines; the Indigenous use of plant medicines; the politics of the psychedelic industry; and much more. We also get into risks and contraindications, and we feel it’s important to name here that, as with almost everything in this world, there are limitations to the safe use of psychedelics. Every person and every journey is different, so it’s important to seek individualized and professional support, especially if you have a history of mental health distress. It’s important, too, to be aware of the laws in your areas and the potential consequences of partaking in these experiences in the current legal climate.

Our intention for this book, as is the case for the rest of our work, is to support you on your path of healing and growth, but also to help you understand the ecosystem of stakeholders and traditions within which psychedelics are situated. In doing so, we hope to imagine a future in which psychedelics are available to all who need healing, for many generations to come. And we hope that each journey can be understood as an opportunity not only to find greater inner peace but to contemplate how that inner peace might be leveraged to allow each of us to show up with greater care in the world.
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INTRODUCTION


Welcome aboard the spaceship. In the psychedelic community, people often say that the moment you commit to taking a psychedelic is the moment your trip begins. This is because just the prospect of taking a psychedelic can stir up a lot of emotion: fear, excitement, hope. And, as we’ll discuss in this book, all of these emotions are a starting point for investigating your inner world. But before we dive into the depths of these mind-altering experiences, let’s start by defining our terms.

What Even Is a “Psychedelic”?

There’s a lot of debate about what does and doesn’t qualify as a psychedelic. When people think of psychedelics, often the first substances that come to mind are LSD and shrooms. But what about ketamine? MDMA (or ecstasy)? Cannabis? It depends on how you define psychedelic and who you ask.

The term psychedelic, derived from the Greek words psyche (soul, self, spirit) and delos (manifest, apparent), etymologically translates to “mind-manifesting.” Psychoactive, by contrast, is a broader term. It refers to any substance that changes brain function and results in alterations in perception, mood, consciousness, cognition, or behavior. This includes psychedelics but also encompasses substances like caffeine, alcohol, and antidepressants. These psychoactive, but not psychedelic, substances change how you feel, but they don’t necessarily bring forth content living within your unconscious for processing. All psychedelics are psychoactive, but not all psychoactive substances are psychedelic.

As Albert Hofmann, the scientist who first synthesized LSD, described it in an interview with The New York Times just shy of his one hundredth birthday, acid is “medicine for the soul”—and the same could perhaps be said of all psychedelics. More recently, on the Psychedelic Medicine Podcast, psychedelic pharmacologist Ben Malcolm, a.k.a. Spirit Pharmacist, suggested that a more apt term for this class of substances would be psychosomatodelics because they magnify not only what’s happening in the mind but the sensations living within our bodies, which can be a powerful portal into understanding what needs to be healed.

Generally speaking, one common way a psychedelic can be defined is by what it does neurologically. LSD, shrooms, and DMT—often referred to as “classic psychedelics”—are grouped together because they interact with the 5-HT2A receptors in the brain. MDMA, ketamine, and cannabis, however, each spur psychoactivity in their own unique way. That said, if we’re defining a psychedelic simply by its ability to take the user on a journey of consciousness that can fuel healing (as we do), then what’s included in this category becomes much broader. In this book, we chose the latter definition because we wanted to cover all the substances that are most commonly being investigated for their therapeutic potential within the psychedelic movement right now in order to help you assess which experience might be best for you.

[image: An illustration of an eye within a triangle surrounded by radiating lines.]

In addition to psychedelic, people use a number of other terms for these substances (see here). These terms are important to consider because each implies the intention behind a psychedelic’s use, whether it be religious, therapeutic, or recreational. For example, some Indigenous communities feel strongly that their ancestral sacraments—such as ayahuasca and peyote—should not be taken out of their traditional contexts and turned into pharmaceutical medicines for mental health. Meanwhile, some therapists, researchers, and doctors working within the Western medical framework feel that psychedelics shouldn’t be taken recreationally. There’s also a contingent of “psychonauts” (i.e., people who frequently trip on psychedelics) who feel that there’s much healing to be had outside the clinic, on dance floors, at festivals, and beyond. At DoubleBlind, we say the only “wrong way” to use a psychedelic is if you’re causing harm to yourself or other people in the process. (This includes taking a psychedelic in a context where you or others are not safe psychologically or physiologically as well as disregarding the requests of Indigenous communities with ties to these medicines—more on this later.) Otherwise, we don’t take a position on the “right way” to journey—and that’s why, in our reporting and throughout this book, we generally default to the neutral terms psychedelics or substances.


somatics

noun

the study and exploration of the body as perceived from within, focusing on the internal experience of movement, sensation, and bodily awareness

Somatics is rooted in the idea that the mind and body are interconnected, and how we move or hold ourselves physically can deeply affect our emotional and psychological state. In recent years somatic therapy, which prompts a person to reflect on the sensations in their body instead of analyzing their thoughts, has grown in popularity, particularly as a tool to help people prepare for and process their psychedelic experiences.


But we’re not overly rigid with the terms we use, because we know that it’s impossible to confine these experiences, even if they’re approached with a very particular intent. Indeed, someone can do a psychedelic in a clinical context for their mental health and end up having a deeply mystical experience that inspires them to embark on a spiritual path (in fact, that’s not uncommon). On the flip side, someone can take acid or shrooms at a festival to have fun and end up unintentionally healing psychological distress. This isn’t to say that the intention with which you approach these substances doesn’t make a difference—it can make a massive difference—but there’s an inherent element of unpredictability that comes along with these experiences, too.


WHAT’S IN A NAME?

A number of terms are used to describe psychedelics.

ENTHEOGEN

You may have heard the words psychedelic and entheogen used interchangeably, but it’s helpful to make a distinction. Entheogen means “generating the divine within,” and it refers to any substance, be it cannabis, wine, ayahuasca, or psilocybin (the most prominent psychedelic compound in magic mushrooms), that carries spiritual potential. The people who use this word often do so because they believe that there’s a mystical or divine component at play when someone goes on a journey with these substances and that the healing can be attributed to more than just a rewiring of neurological patterns.

MEDICINE

Psychedelics are sometimes referred to as medicines to highlight their therapeutic potential and ability to treat a range of ailments, from anxiety and depression to substance dependence and PTSD. People who are adamant about the term medicines seek to distinguish psychedelics from substances that are more commonly used in recreational contexts and have a higher potential for abuse or dependence.

DRUG

Given their status as federally illegal and their use in recreational settings, psychedelics are also sometimes called drugs. Some psychedelic advocates actually prefer the term because they feel passionately that psychedelics should be legal in recreational contexts, from festivals to camping.
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Psychedelics Weren’t “Discovered” in the ’60s

We always like to remind folks at DoubleBlind that psychedelics weren’t invented in the twentieth century—even if the word psychedelic and concepts like “tripping” are relatively new. Records of human use of psychoactive plants, fungi, and animals date back millennia, spanning cultures around the world, for purposes ranging from therapeutic to spiritual to recreational.

Of course, when we’re talking about consumables imbibed thousands of years ago, much is based on speculation. That said, there is compelling evidence that from the ancient Amazonian rainforests to the vibrant cities of the Middle East and the glittering temples of India, mind-expanding, soul-stirring psychedelics have shaped beliefs and rituals since long before they were encountered by curious travelers.

In Europe, some scholars have hypothesized that prehistoric cave art dating as far back as 10,000 BCE indicates the use of psilocybin mushrooms in rituals (the drawings look like mushrooms, but they may be something else). In India, soma, a potentially psychoactive drink, is mentioned in the Rig Veda, an ancient Vedic text from 2000 BCE, although there’s a lot of debate online about what was really in it. Many blogs also point to the use of “kykeon” in the Eleusinian Mysteries (secret initiation rites in Greece in 1500 BCE to 400 CE) as proof of ancient psychedelic use, but it’s worth noting that one of the most persuasive arguments is that kykeon actually contained opium. And if you’re geeky about shrooms, you may have heard that Siberian shamans have long used the Amanita muscaria mushroom and that it even has ties to the origin of Santa Claus, but we’re sorry to inform you that this info, while fun, is pretty dubious.

More definitively, the use of hashish has a deep history among devotees of the deity Shiva, known for his dominion over yoga and mind-altering substances. In the Middle East, there’s evidence of the use of psychedelic substances like the DMT-containing acacia plant in the ancient temple of Jerusalem, thought by some to be connected to prophecy. Bwiti, an animist belief system based on ancestor worship and animism of the forest-dwelling Punu and Mitsogo peoples of Gabon, has incorporated iboga (Tabernanthe iboga), a psychoactive root bark, into its rituals for at least centuries.

In the Americas, Indigenous cultures have long revered plant medicines like ayahuasca and peyote as sacred. The Mazatec people in Oaxaca, Mexico, have been conducting sacred mushroom ceremonies, referring to the fungi as “holy children,” for centuries (if not millennia). The Codex Magliabechiano, a mid-sixteenth century manuscript, shows Mictlantecuhtli, god of the Mexican (Aztec) underworld, approaching a man taking mushrooms, which may have contained psilocybin (pictured below). The Wixárika people in Mexico have been using peyote in spiritual ceremonies for guidance and healing for at least 15,000 years, and in the nineteenth century, peyote found its way north along trade routes to many tribes in what is now the United States.

Across the globe, evidence points to a deep connection between humanity and psychedelic substances, suggesting a shared human desire to transcend ordinary experience and access other realms of consciousness. This is a story that goes beyond mere experimentation; it reflects a fundamental human impulse to connect with the divine, to explore consciousness, and to experience the sacred dimensions of existence.
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Psychedelics in the Modern Era: A Timeline

[image: Timeline of significant events in psychedelic research from 1912 to ongoing movements through 2024, highlighting key milestones such as MDMA classification, legalization efforts, and notable publications.]
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Over the course of forty years, photographer Roger Steffens captured his ever-revolving circle of Rastas, beatniks, musicians, artists, gonzo journalists, friends, and family, publishing his work under the name “The Family Acid.”







The Psychedelic Revolution, in Waves

The modern psychedelic movement began to take shape in the mid-twentieth century with the work of researchers like Albert Hofmann, who first synthesized LSD, and Harvard researchers like Richard Alpert (later known as Ram Dass) and Timothy Leary, who popularized the use of psychedelics in the counterculture movement of the 1960s. Indeed, once the Harvard administration saw that Leary and Alpert’s research had gone too far (dosing undergrads and tripping alongside their subjects), the duo were expelled, and Leary in particular went on to lead a generation of flower children in a psychedelic-fueled movement defined by his tagline “turn on, tune in, drop out.”

This first wave of psychedelic research and experimentation in the United States led to a cultural overhaul, with artists, therapists, scientists, mystics, and others making waves in the areas of music, art, literature, philosophy, and even religion. Artists like the Beatles and Jimi Hendrix; authors like Aldous Huxley and Ken Kesey; and even Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, father of the Jewish Renewal movement, all were turned on by these mind-bending substances, going on to influence anyone who engaged with their work and leadership.

But it wasn’t all rainbows and paisleys. In addition to inspiring art and ideologies that centered peace and love, psychedelics have a dark history of being used by ideological extremists, from Nazis who experimented with mescaline on people in concentration camps to white supremacists who proliferated conspiracy theories that influenced the founding of QAnon.

When President Richard Nixon clamped down on these substances with his War on Drugs, beginning in 1971, the psychedelic research boom came to a halt and experimentation went underground. In the media, psychedelics like LSD were painted as demonic substances that would send people into states of mania and psychosis, a far cry from earlier headlines telling a whimsical story of healing and magic. But this shift, fueled by fears of addiction, social unrest, and cultural upheaval, led to the suppression of research, the stigmatization of psychedelic users, and the incarceration of millions of people, disproportionately affecting communities of color.

MDMA, sometimes referred to as ecstasy (although they’re not quite the same—more on that later), continued to proliferate a bit longer, slipping under the radar of government officials as a psychedelic that also had profound healing potential. Much of the research with MDMA in the 1970s flourished under the auspices of Bay Area chemist Alexander “Sasha” Shulgin and the many therapists who used this so-called “love drug” in couples therapy. But as MDMA made its way out of therapy offices and onto the dance floors of the rave scene in the 1980s, it too became outlawed. One year after the DEA banned MDMA, an eager young scientist from Harvard, Rick Doblin, started a then-small grassroots nonprofit called MAPS, the Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies, working to legalize MDMA for post-traumatic stress disorder.

This was, arguably, the beginning of the second wave of psychedelic research—with MAPS leading the way on clinical trials to prove the therapeutic value of MDMA and other psychedelics. In the early 1990s, scientist Rick Strassman became the first person to acquire government approval for human research with psychedelics, and by the early 2000s, Johns Hopkins University had received approval to study psilocybin—the primary psychoactive ingredient in mushrooms. The momentum has been growing exponentially since, leading some to dub this moment as the “Psychedelic Renaissance.”
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Berkeley, California, in August 1972








BEYOND THE JOURNEY

PSYCHEDELICS ARE NOT A “WHITE PEOPLE THING”

In the past decade, there’s been a growing number of psychedelic ceremonies and community events led by and for people of color. Many among this new generation of psychedelic leaders say they grew up thinking psychedelics were a “white people thing.” This is largely attributable to the US War on Drugs and the increased risk for people of color to be open about their use of illegal substances.

But these healers and community organizers are reclaiming psychedelics not as drugs that were “discovered by” or “invented by” white researchers in the 1950s, but as tools that have been utilized by Indigenous communities around the world for millennia. They highlight the ancient, storied use of these plant medicines, from psilocybin mushrooms to iboga, a powerful psychedelic that comes from the iboga tree in Gabon. Some of the groups they support include Oakland Hyphae (an organization based in Oakland, California, that does mushroom testing and educational events for the BIPOC community), Black People Trip, Black People Need Psychedelics, and the Psychedelic Liberation Training.

Alongside these community efforts, researchers such as clinical psychologist Monnica Williams are working to design more inclusive clinical trials. In a review of past studies, Dr. Williams found that more than 80 percent of participants in psychedelic trials going back to 1993 have been white—and this is, in part, attributed, she hypothesizes, to the lack of psychedelic therapists of color who are able to support BIPOC participants in feeling seen and supported. “People are looking at the researchers,” Dr. Williams says, “and going, ‘The researchers are not like me, so they may not understand my problems.’” Since Williams’s study, organizations such as MAPS have been actively working to assess their clinical trial design and recruit more therapists of color into their trainings.

[image: Ayana Iyi holding an Egyptian ankh adorned with gemstones and detailed metalwork.]
Ayana Iyi, a leader in Detroit’s psychedelic community, holding an Egyptian ankh that she uses in ceremony, gifted to her by her late husband, Baba Kilindi Iyi

[image: Maestra Rojelia collecting chacruna leaves while partially obscured by foliage.]
Maestra Rojelia collecting chacruna leaves on the grounds of the Temple of the Way of Light


[image: Professor Jean Noel Gassita holding iboga root in one hand and a bottle labeled ‘tincture’ and a small container with powder in the other hand.]
Professor Jean-Noel Gassita holding iboga root, tincture, and powder, the latter two which he made in Libreville, Gabon


The Future Is Now

Today, the psychedelic movement is thriving, even amid setbacks, including the unexpected rejection of MDMA for post-traumatic stress disorder by the US Food & Drug Administration (FDA) in 2024. Hundreds of millions of dollars are being invested in for-profit psychedelic drug development, and a wave of psychedelic reform is sweeping across the country, with cities and states decriminalizing or legalizing psychedelic substances for therapeutic and personal use.

The psychedelic movement is about more than policy change and drug development, of course; it’s a movement fueled by a desire for deeper meaning, a yearning for connection, and a longing for a more just and equitable world. These days, it might seem that everyone and their mother is microdosing mushrooms or running to the next ayahuasca ceremony. (Yes, microdosing moms is now a thing.) Indeed, psychedelics are becoming more accepted in mainstream society, as medicines in clinical research, as tools for expansion, spirituality, and wellness, and as alternatives to alcohol in recreational settings. With the rise of a new generation of psychedelic explorers, researchers, religious professionals, and advocates who are pushing the boundaries of traditional thought and challenging the status quo, the psychedelic movement is moving faster than public education—and that’s where this book comes in.
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The DoubleBlind Guide to Psychedelics is designed to be a comprehensive, fun, and accessible guide to the world of psychedelic substances, written for everyone, whether you’re a seasoned psychonaut or a newbie just beginning to consider the possibilities. In these pages, you’ll find information on how to decide if and when you want to journey, what psychedelic you might want to use for your journey, and how to make sense of the experience once it’s over. Chapters focused on a particular substance will cover the fundamentals, such as dosage and what to expect. Woven throughout these practical tips, you’ll find information for going “beyond the journey”—cultural and political factoids to help you situate your journey within this moment in psychedelic history. Yes, this book is an opportunity to explore the transformative potential of psychedelics, but we hope that it also serves as a call to integrate the psychedelic ethos and consciousness into life-at-large to effect a more compassionate, healed, and magical world.








CHAPTER 1

WHICH PSYCHEDELIC IS RIGHT FOR YOU?


All right, it’s the moment you’ve all been waiting for. Let’s get into the psychedelics you’re likely to be choosing from when you journey. Countless substances qualify as “psychedelic,” but the most common ones in popular discourse are:




	Shrooms
	DMT
	MDMA



	LSD
	Ayahuasca
	Ketamine





So, with all these options (and the countless other plant and chemical compounds with psychedelic effects, some of which we’ll explore in chapter 11), the first question is: How do you choose which psychedelic substance is right for you?

Before we get into how you might answer that question, a disclaimer: We’re not doctors; we’re journalists. And we don’t know you or your situation—everyone’s needs and psychological and physical health are different. So please don’t take anything in this book as medical advice. We’ll provide you with a lot of information to help you start assessing the right path for you, but it’s still always good to consult with a psychedelic integration therapist, trusted facilitator, or doctor before embarking on a psychedelic journey.

Regardless of who is helping you prepare for your journey, you’ll want to understand some basics around potential contraindications. We get into this in each psychedelic-specific chapter, but we’d also point you to Spirit Pharmacist, an online resource intended to help people understand the risks of psychedelics, as a starting point.

Beyond that, there is no right way to answer the question of what substance to choose and there, indeed, may not be just one answer. As you’ll see, many of the most common psychedelics are showing promise for the same conditions. Many people, for example, look to tripping to improve their day-to-day mood, but ketamine, shrooms, LSD, and ayahuasca have all shown promise in rigorous scientific studies for depression. So while we’ll cover the basics, and we always encourage folks to do their homework (you’re in the right place!), there’s also an element of intuition involved in the decision-making process. Is there a particular experience, based on what you learn, that you just feel drawn to? That’s as important as understanding fundamentals such as dosage and duration. Typically, when people consider tripping, they first consider one of the “classic psychedelics,” such as shrooms or LSD, so we’ll begin there.

The Classic Psychedelics: Shrooms, LSD, and DMT

When you think of the stereotypical “psychedelic experience”—the grass beneath your feet swirling into patterns, the flowers and clouds assuming personalities as seen in Alice in Wonderland—then you’re most likely thinking of the effects associated with “classic” psychedelics: LSD (a.k.a. acid), psilocybin (or magic mushrooms), and DMT (and substances that contain DMT, such as ayahuasca).

These psychedelics activate the brain’s serotonin 5-HT2A receptors, which play a role in learning, memory, and other fundamental cognitive processes as well as mental health conditions, like depression, anxiety, substance dependence, and eating disorders. No one knows exactly how psychedelics work, but one thing is for sure: Generally speaking, these substances increase and decrease activity in various
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What About MDMA and Ketamine?
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flip

verb




“Natural” vs. Synthetic Psychedelics


corporadelic

adjective
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Legality


RESCHEDULING


DECRIMINALIZATION AND STATEWIDE LEGALIZATION






RELIGIOUS EXEMPTION
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BEYOND THE JOURNEY

THE “PSYCHEDELIC EXCEPTIONALISM” DEBATE
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PSYCHEDELIC RETREATS ABROAD



Stewardship and Reciprocity
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