
 

From trippy drugs to therapeutic aids – how
psychedelics got their groove back
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For many years, drugs such as LSD, psilocybin and Dimethyltryptamine
(DMT) were viewed only as highly dangerous drugs. However, in recent
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years they have had a bit of rebrand. Now they're believed by some to
have the power to heal, to reconnect us with nature – even resolve
political tensions.

Use of these drugs is on the rise. At the start of the pandemic in 2020,
the UK Home Office released data showing a 230% rise in confiscations
of LSD compared to the previous year. The pandemic itself might be
changing drug preferences. Almost half of those using magic mushrooms
reported using more during the pandemic according to a recent survey.

The changing view of psychedelics can in part be attributed to the
renewed interest in their potential to treat mental health problems such
as depression. Between the early 1950s and 1970s, there was a great deal
of interest in the use of LSD in the treatment for a wide range of
conditions, including alcohol use disorders, schizophrenia, childhood
autism and "sexual dysfunction".

Despite some promising findings, a lack of scientific rigor and wider
political and cultural pressures meant that almost all research ended in
America in the late 1960s, although it has continued in Europe.

This work has now started up again to a limited extent. As demonstrated
with medicinal cannabis, emphasizing the therapeutic potential of a drug
can help shift attitudes towards it. In recent years, as research activity
has increased, media attention has moved from the risks associated with
psychedelics to their potential benefits. This has helped reshape attitudes
towards this group of drugs.

Mind altering

The gradual rebrand of psychedelics, from dangerous to therapeutic, has
been bolstered by a booming wellbeing industry. An increasing number
of people are looking for ways they can extend the mind, body and soul.
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-44575139
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/16/24/5147
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/theres-no-good-evidence-that-psychedelics-can-change-your-politics-or-religion/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/theres-no-good-evidence-that-psychedelics-can-change-your-politics-or-religion/
https://mixmag.net/read/seizures-drug-lsd-2020-england-wales-rose-news
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/magic+mushrooms/
https://mk0crewscotb6dvcp91y.kinstacdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Drugs-at-CREW-trend-report-2019-2020.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/1975/10/19/archives/the-other-side-of-lsd.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuropharm.2017.12.040
http://neurodiversity.com/library_freedman_1962.html
http://neurodiversity.com/library_freedman_1962.html
https://wellcomecollection.org/articles/W2G6IygAACkAZWnu
https://www.vice.com/en/article/aekz8g/switzerland-briefly-legalized-lsd-therapy-and-then-couldnt-let-it-go
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg23631530-300-mind-menders-how-psychedelic-drugs-rebuild-broken-brains/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/medicinal+cannabis/
https://www.economist.com/international/2019/08/29/a-global-revolution-in-attitudes-towards-cannabis-is-under-way
https://www.psypost.org/2021/01/the-publics-perception-of-the-harms-of-magic-mushrooms-is-in-line-with-science-but-not-with-the-law-59167


 

This has led to a rise in companies selling herbal remedies (as seen with
the popularity of turmeric touted as "nature's-wonder drug") and now
even psychedelics.

Before the pandemic, psychedelic tourism was a growing niche of
wellbeing. One popular strand was ayahuasca retreats in South America,
which attracted thousands of wealthy customers keen to explore their
psyche.

Ayahuasca has been used in traditional healing and spiritual practices for
generations by South American indigenous populations. The potent brew
contains DMT), the active ingredient that produces a powerful
psychedelic experience. For a few thousand pounds travelers can engage
in this practice and claim these celebrity-endorsed rituals as their own to
address their physical, psychological and spiritual maladies.
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https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2017/may/31/golden-latte-turmeric-culinary-trends-ingredients-golden-spice
https://www.economist.com/international/2019/06/08/psychedelic-tourism-is-a-niche-but-growing-market
https://www.theguardian.com/travel/2016/jun/07/peru-ayahuasca-drink-boom-amazon-spirituality-healing
https://goop.com/wellness/health/the-science-and-shamanism-of-psychedelics/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/30/world/americas/psychedelics-therapy-war-stress.html


 

  

Crew survey of changes to drug use during COVID. Credit: CREW

While some are seeking spiritual awakening, others are using
psychedelics to boost brain function.

Microdosing psychedelics, which involves taking small doses of the drug
, has also grown in popularity. The aim is to enhance cognitive
performance, without the disruption of a full-blown experience. People
who engage in the practice claim it makes them more productive,
creative and focused. The practice has been enthusiastically reported and
promoted in media, despite little evidence of its effectiveness.
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/drug/
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/a-drop-of-lsd-is-new-brain-booster-w2kbtw559
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/news/192046/science-microdosing-psychedelics-remains-patchy-anecdotal/


 

This has also helped reshape the image of psychedelics, with a focus on
benefits—including savings to healthcare services – rather than the risk
of harm. Access to psychedelics has never been easier via the internet
and dark web markets.

Likewise, the recent decision by legislators in the US to reduce penalties
for possession of small quantities of magic mushrooms reflects the view
that these substances are potentially therapeutic, distinct from many
other controlled drugs that are discussed in relation to the harms that
they can potentially cause.

Big business

Private industry, sensing a shift in attitudes and seeing there are profits
to be made from legal cannabis in the US, are now setting their sights on
psychedelics.

New companies have started up, supported by experienced investors and
tech billionaires and advised by leading psychedelic researchers. The
initial focus has been on patenting new techniques for synthesizing 
psychedelic drugs and establishing private medical clinics and therapies
to distinguish medical uses from "recreational."

But as with cannabis, over the long term, as attitudes continue to shift,
big money is also likely to be made in non-medical and wellness
markets.

While we're unlikely to see psilocybin hummus on our shelves,
"wellness" is a trillion-dollar global industry. Whether that's home
microdosing kits, spiritual retreats, or "therapies" for people feeling lost
and without direction, where there's a disposable income, there's a
psychedelics company with an answer.
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https://psych.prohibitionpartners.com/legal-psychedelic-therapies-cost-savings/
https://www.globaldrugsurvey.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/GDS2020-Executive-Summary.pdf
https://www.forbes.com/sites/joewalsh/2021/02/04/new-jersey-becomes-latest-state-to-loosen-penalties-for-magic-mushrooms/?sh=634161109707
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/feb/06/meet-carl-hart-parent-columbia-professor-and-heroin-user
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/feb/06/meet-carl-hart-parent-columbia-professor-and-heroin-user
https://www.psychedelicfinance.com/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-12-11/psychedelics-replace-pot-as-the-new-favorite-edgy-investment
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-12-11/psychedelics-replace-pot-as-the-new-favorite-edgy-investment
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/psychedelic/
https://www.mindbloom.com/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/psychedelics-health-wellness-aid-not-hallucination-n1247631
https://daily.jstor.org/the-false-promises-of-wellness-culture/
https://www.grubstreet.com/2019/03/the-cbd-trend-gone-too-far.html
https://globalwellnessinstitute.org/press-room/press-releases/wellness-now-a-4-2-trillion-global-industry/


 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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