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WHAT IS DMT?
UNDERSTANDING
THE SPIRIT
MOLECULE

A m o n g  t h e  v a s t
l a n d s c a p e  o f
p s y c h o a c t i v e
c o m p o u n d s ,  f e w
s u b s t a n c e s  h a v e
captured  the  human
i m a g i n a t i o n  a s
powerfully  as  N,N-
Dimethyltryptamine,
better  known as DMT.
Often  referred  to  as
"the  spirit  molecule,"
this naturally occurring
psychedelic  has  been
used  for  centuries  in

indigenous  spiritual
practices and has more
recently  become  a
subject  of  ser ious
scientific  inquiry.  But
what  exactly  is  DMT,
why does it carry such
a profound reputation,
and  what  does  the
research tell  us  about
its  effects  on  human
consciousness?  This
article  explores  the
origins,  mechanisms,
exper iences ,  and
therapeutic potential of
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
enigmatic  compounds
known  to  science.

WHAT IS DMT? A
CHEMICAL
OVERVIEW

DMT  is  a  power fu l
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psychedelic  compound
classified  as  a
tryptamine, structurally
s i m i l a r  t o  t h e
n e u r o t r a n s m i t t e r
serotonin  and  the
amino acid tryptophan.
It is found naturally in
hundreds  of  p lant
species  and  is  also
produced  in  t race
amounts  within  the
mammal ian  body,
including  the  human
brain. When people ask
what  is  DMT  the
spirit  molecule,  they
are  often  referring  to
t h e  c o m p o u n d ' s
reputation for inducing
p r o f o u n d ,  o f t e n
mystical  experiences
that  feel  distinctly
different  from  other
psychedelics  like  LSD
or psilocybin.
Chemically,  DMT  is
relatively  simple.  Its
molecular  structure
allows  it  to  cross  the
blood-brain  barrier
rapidly,  but  it  is  also

quickly  broken  down
by  enzymes  cal led
monoamine  oxidases
(MAO)  when  taken
oral ly.  This  is  why
traditional preparations
l i k e  a y a h u a s c a
c o m b i n e  D M T -
containing  plants  with
MAO inhibitors to allow
t h e  c o m p o u n d  t o
become  active  when
i n g e s t e d .  W h e n
smoked,  vaporized,  or
injected, DMT produces
an  extremely  fast-
onset,  short-duration
e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t
typically lasts between
5  and  20  minutes,
depending on the dose
a n d  r o u t e  o f
administration.

THE ORIGIN OF
THE TERM "THE
SPIRIT MOLECULE"

The phrase "the spirit
m o l e c u l e "  w a s
popularized by Dr. Rick
Strassman,  a  clinical
p sych i a t r i s t  who
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conducted  pioneering
research on DMT at the
Univers i ty  o f  New
Mexico  in  the  1990s.
Strassman's  work,
published  in  his  2001
book  DMT:  The  Spirit
Molecule,  remains one
o f  t h e  m o s t
comprehensive studies
of  the  compound's
effects  on  human
v o l u n t e e r s  i n  a
control led  cl inical
setting.  He  chose  the
term  to  reflect  the
profound  sense  of
encountering  spiritual
o r  n o n - m a t e r i a l
realities  that  many
participants  reported
during  their  sessions.
Strassman's  research
involved  administering
intravenous  doses  of
D M T  t o  d o z e n s  o f
v o l u n t e e r s  a n d
documenting  their
experiences  in  detail.
T h e  r e s u l t s  w e r e
striking:  participants
frequently  described

e n c o u n t e r s  w i t h
intelligent  entities,
j ou rneys  to  a l i en
l a n d s c a p e s ,
experiences  of  ego
d i s s o l u t i o n ,  a n d
profound  feelings  of
u n i t y  a n d
transcendence.  These
reports  resonated
deeply  with  accounts
f r o m  i n d i g e n o u s
shamanic  traditions
and  helped  spark  a
renewed interest in the
scientific  study  of
psychedelics.

Why
"Spirit
Molecule"
?
T h e  t e r m  " s p i r i t
molecule"  is  not  a
scientific  classification
but  rather  a  poetic
d e s c r i p t i o n  t h a t



4

4 What Is Dmt The Spirit Molecule 2024-01-07

c a p t u r e s  t h e
qualitative  nature  of
the  DMT  experience.
Unl ike  many  other
psychedelics,  DMT
o f t e n  p r o d u c e s
experiences  that  feel
undeniably  real  and
externally located, as if
the  user  has  traveled
to  another  dimension
or realm. This has led
some  researchers  to
speculate  that  DMT
may provide a window
into  the  nature  o f
consciousness  itself,  a
topic  that  remains  at
t h e  f r o n t i e r  o f
neurosc ience  and
philosophy.

HOW DMT WORKS
IN THE BRAIN

Understanding what is
D M T  a t  a
pharmacological  level
h e l p s  e x p l a i n  i t s
powerful  effects.  DMT
primarily  acts  as  an
agonist  at  serotonin
r e c e p t o r s ,  m o s t

notably  the  5-HT2A
receptor  subtype.
Activation  of  these
receptors is thought to
u n d e r l i e  t h e
characteristic  visual,
auditory, and cognitive
changes  associated
w i th  psychede l i c
experiences.
But  DMT's  mechanism
may  extend  beyond
s i m p l e  r e c e p t o r
activation.  Research
conducted  at  Imperial
College  London  and
other  institutions  has
s h o w n  t h a t  D M T
i n c r e a s e s  g l o b a l
connectivity  in  the
b r a i n ,  a l l o w i n g
different  regions  to
communicate  in  ways
that  are  normal ly
suppressed .  Th i s
"desegregation"  of
neural  networks  is
believed  to  underpin
the sense of expanded
awareness  and  the
breakdown of  the ego
boundary  that  many
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users  report.

Endogeno
us DMT:
Does the
Human
Body
Produce
It?
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
intriguing  questions  in
psychedelic  science  is
whether  the  human
body produces its own
DMT.  While  it  is  well
established that DMT is
p r e s e n t  i n  t r a c e
amounts in mammalian
tissues,  including  the
brain,  the  function  of
this  endogenous  DMT
remains  unknown.  Dr.
Strassman  famously

proposed  that  the
pineal  gland,  a  small
endocrine  organ  deep
within  the  brain,  may
b e  c a p a b l e  o f
syn thes i z ing  and
r e l e a s i n g  D M T ,
particularly  during
b i r th ,  dea th ,  and
profound  spir i tual
experiences.
H o w e v e r ,  t h i s
hypothesis  remains
controversial.  While
the enzymes necessary
for DMT synthesis have
been  found  in  the
pineal  gland,  direct
ev idence  that  the
gland produces DMT in
meaningful  quantities
i s  s t i l l  l a c k i n g .
Nevertheless,  the
possibility  that  the
body produces its own
psychedelic  compound
h a s  p r o f o u n d
i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r
u n d e r s t a n d i n g
consciousness,  near-
death experiences, and
the nature of reality.
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THE DMT
EXPERIENCE:
WHAT USERS
REPORT

When  describing  the
DMT experience, users
often  emphasize  that
words are inadequate.
The  in tens i ty  and
strangeness  of  the
experience  can  be
o v e r w h e l m i n g ,
e s p e c i a l l y  a t
breakthrough  doses.
Understanding what is
D M T  t h e  s p i r i t
molecule  requires
appreciating  the  full
spectrum of subjective
effects  that
character i ze  th i s
unique  compound.

Sub-
Breakthro

ugh
Effects
At  lower  doses,  users
typically report:

Enhanced visual
perception with
vibrant colors
and geometric
patterns
Altered sense of
time and space
Mild euphoria or
anxiety
Increased
introspective
thought
Physical
sensations of
vibration or
pressure

Breakthro
ugh
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Experienc
es
At  higher  doses,  the
exper ience  sh i f ts
d r a m a t i c a l l y .  A
"breakthrough" is often
described  as  leaving
the body or entering an
entirely  different
r e a l i t y .  C o m m o n
features  include:

The sensation of1.
traveling through
a tunnel or
corridor at
immense speed
Encountering2.
autonomous,
seemingly
intelligent
entities
Visiting3.
landscapes that
appear more real
than everyday
reality
Complete4.
dissolution of the

ego and personal
identity
Profound feelings5.
of love, unity, or
cosmic
understanding
Amnesia of6.
normal reality
during the peak
of the experience

Many users report that
D M T  e n t i t i e s
communicate  non-
verbally,  conveying
information  about  the
nature  of  reality,  the
afterlife,  or  the  user's
o w n  l i f e .  T h e s e
encounters often leave
a  lasting  impression,
sometimes  leading  to
significant  changes  in
worldview, values, and
behavior.

NATURAL
SOURCES AND
TRADITIONAL USE

D M T  i s  f o u n d  i n
n u m e r o u s  p l a n t
species  across  the
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globe.  Indigenous
peoples of the Amazon
basin have used DMT-
containing  plants  for
centuries  as  part  of
their  spir i tual  and
healing traditions.  The
mos t  we l l - know n
p r e p a r a t i o n  i s
a y a h u a s c a ,  a
ceremonial brew made
from the Banisteriopsis
caap i  v ine  (which
c o n t a i n s  M A O
i n h i b i t o r s )  a n d
Psychotr ia  v i r id is
leaves  (which  contain
DMT).
Other  p lants  that
contain DMT include:

Mimosa hostilis
(root bark)
Acacia confusa
(bark and leaves)
Phalaris
arundinacea
(common reed
grass)
Anadenanthera
peregrina
(yopo, used as

snuff)

Understanding what is
DMT  in  its  traditional
context reveals a long
history  of  human  use
that  predates  modern
science  by  centuries.
Indigenous  shamans
have  long  regarded
D M T - c o n t a i n i n g
preparations as sacred
too ls  fo r  hea l ing ,
d i v i n a t i o n ,  a n d
connecting  with  the
spirit  world.

THERAPEUTIC
POTENTIAL AND
MODERN
RESEARCH

In  recent  years,  DMT
h a s  a t t r a c t e d
significant  attention
from  the  scientific
community  for  i ts
potential  therapeutic
applications.  While
research is still in early
stages,  preliminary
findings  suggest  that
DMT may offer benefits
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for conditions such as:

Treatment-
resistant
depression
Anxiety and
existential
distress in
terminal illness
Post-traumatic
stress disorder
(PTSD)
Substance use
disorders

W h a t  m a k e s  D M T
particularly  interesting
for therapy is its short
d u r a t i o n .  U n l i k e
psi locybin  or  LSD,
which  can  produce
effects  lasting  six  to
twelve  hours,  a  DMT
experience  is  typically
over  within  15  to  30
minutes. This makes it
po ten t i a l l y  more
practical for clinical use
and  may  a l low  for
integration  of  multiple
sessions  in  a  shorter
timeframe.
R e s e a r c h e r s  a t

I m p e r i a l  C o l l e g e
London  and  o ther
i n s t i t u t i o n s  a r e
currently  conducting
clinical trials to assess
the  safety  and  efficacy
of  DMT  in  treat ing
various  mental  health
cond i t ions .  Ear ly
resul ts  have  been
encouraging,  with
many  part ic ipants
reporting  significant
a n d  l a s t i n g
improvements  i n
mood,  well-being,  and
quality of life.

RISKS, SAFETY,
AND
CONSIDERATIONS

W h i l e  D M T  i s  n o t
considered  toxic  or
a d d i c t i v e  i n  t h e
conventional  sense,  it
is  not  without  risks.
Anyone  exploring  the
question what is DMT
the  spirit  molecule
must  also  understand
the  potential  dangers
involved.
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Psycholo
gical
Risks
The  intensity  of  the
DMT experience can be
p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y
o v e r w h e l m i n g ,
p a r t i c u l a r l y  f o r
indiv iduals  wi th  a
h i s to ry  o f  severe
mental illness such as
sch i zoph ren ia  o r
bipolar  disorder.  Set
and setting – the user's
mindset  and  physical
environment  –  are
critical  factors  that
influence  the  nature  of
the  exper ience.  A
chaotic or unsupportive
env i r onment  can
precipitate  anxiety,
panic,  or  a  "bad  trip."

Physiolog
ical Risks
D M T  c a u s e s  a
temporary  increase  in
heart  rate  and  blood
p r e s s u r e .  W h i l e
general ly  safe  for
healthy  individuals,
t h o s e  w i t h
c a r d i o v a s c u l a r
conditions,  high  blood
pressure,  or  other
medical  issues  should
exerc ise  caut ion .
Combining  DMT  with
certain  medications,
particularly  SSRIs  or
MAOIs,  can  lead  to
dangerous interactions.

Legal
Status
DMT  is  classified  as  a
Schedule  I  controlled
substance  under  U.S.
federa l  law  and  is
similarly  restricted  in
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m o s t  c o u n t r i e s .
P o s s e s s i o n ,
m a n u f a c t u r e ,  o r
distribution of DMT can
result  in  severe  legal
penalties.  However,
some jurisdictions have
begun to decriminalize
or  allow  for  religious
use  of  ayahuasca,
reflecting  a  shifting
legal  landscape.

DMT AND THE
NATURE OF
CONSCIOUSNESS

Perhaps  the  most
profound  question
raised by DMT research
is what it tells us about
t h e  n a t u r e  o f
consciousness.  The
"spirit  molecule"  has
become  a  too l  fo r
e x p l o r i n g  t h e
b o u n d a r i e s  o f
subjective  experience,
and  the  reports  of
e n c o u n t e r s  w i t h
autonomous  entities
c h a l l e n g e  o u r
c o n v e n t i o n a l

unders tand ing  o f
reality.
Some  scientists  argue
that  DMT  experiences
a r e  s i m p l y
h a l l u c i n a t i o n s
produced by a brain in
an  a l t e red  s ta te .
Others  propose  that
DMT may allow access
to dimensions of reality
that  are  normal ly
filtered  out  by  the
brain.  This  "filter
t h e o r y "  o f
c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,
c h a m p i o n e d  b y
philosophers like Henri
Bergson  and  more
r e c e n t l y  b y
neuroscientist  Dr.
Andrew  Gall imore,
suggests that the brain
acts  as  a  reducing
valve  that  limits  our
awareness  to  what  is
necessary for survival.
DMT,  in  th is  v iew,
temporarily  opens  the
valve, allowing a wider
spectrum of  reality  to
be perceived.
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The
Entity
Encounte
r
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
consistent and puzzling
features  of  the  DMT
exper ience  i s  the
encounter  with  what
a p p e a r  t o  b e
independent, conscious
entities.  These  beings
are often described as
clowns, elves, reptiles,
or  geometric  forms
that  communicate
telepathically.  The
consistency  of  these
r e p o r t s  a c r o s s
i n d i v i d u a l s  a n d
cultures has led some
r e s e a r c h e r s  t o
speculate  that  they
m a y  r e p r e s e n t  a
fundamental feature of
consciousness itself.

CONCLUSION

So, what is DMT the
spirit molecule? It  is
a  naturally  occurring
psychedelic  compound
that produces some of
the  most  intense  and
m e a n i n g f u l
experiences  known  to
humanity.  It  is  a  tool
f o r  s p i r i t u a l
exploration,  a  subject
o f  c u t t i n g - e d g e
scientific research,  and
a  window  in to  the
deepest  mysteries  of
consciousness.  While
m u c h  r e m a i n s
unknown  about  how
DMT  works  and  what
its  experiences  truly
represent, one thing is
clear:  this  remarkable
molecule has profound
effects  on  the  human
mind  and  may  hold
v a l u a b l e  k e y s  t o
u n d e r s t a n d i n g
ourselves  and  the
nature  of  reality.
From its traditional use
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i n  A m a z o n i a n
shaman i sm  to  i t s
m o d e r n  c l i n i c a l
appl icat ions,  DMT
continues  to  inspire
awe,  curiosity,  and
debate.  As  research
progresses  and  legal

barriers  shift,  we may
soon  uncover  even
m o r e  a b o u t  t h i s
enigmatic  substance
that  has  earned  its
name  as  the  spir i t
molecule.


