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frankly, there's nothing
weong with that”™

lLois Gibbs, executive
dircctor of the Citizens
Clearinghouse for Hazard-
ous Wastes (and an Earth
Day 20 board member),
agrees that the more, the
merrier. “Given the
monumentat task ahead,”
she says, “there's plenty of
work 1o go around.”

—D.R.

CONSCIOUSNERS
The Price of Ecstasy

WHEN IT FIRST TURNELT *
up in the therapy sessions
of maverick psychiatrists in
the late *70s, and, a few
years laler, when it became
a favornite among college
students, gay men, and
young professionals,
MDMA (or, more accu-
rately, 3.4methylenedioxy-'
methamphetamine) was
celebrated as the drug of
the new age, capable of
brezking down barrters of
communication, releasing
supprezsed memories, and
hringing users in touch
with their feelings—bul
without the perceptpal
distortions and unpredicta-
bility that often actompse
nied hallucinegens such as
LSD. “A Gve-hour session
can be equivalent tg five
months of regular ther
apy,” professed one - -
psychologisL The sugges
tion that MDMA might be
harmlul was all but
drowned oul by a chorus of
advocates claiming that the
drug provided just what its
streel pane pronised:
Lestasy,

Not everyone was
ecstatic, however. In July
1985 in a decision that was
unsuccessiully challenged
by a group of psychiatnsts,
MIIMA was cutlawed by
the Drug Enforcement
Agency amid contested
rcports that it might cause
brain damage. And while
that ruling has nol stopped
its underground use in
therapy and its wide yse as
a recreational drug, new
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in different ways), Ricaurte
" has nlore recently found

research on the potential !
neurological dangers of
MDMA sugpests that the
{nitial concern over the
drug’s health effects may-
have been warmanted after
all.

The government frst
raised the red flag over
MDMA when a 1985
University of Chicago
study showed that the
dnug redixed serotonin
levels in rats, Low levels of
serptonin, & nourotransmit-
ter, may result in <o~
creased tendency towards
wexual activity, increased
aggression, and increased
impulsive behavior,” says
the study’s author, George
Ricaurte, M.D)., now an
assistamt professor of
neurology at Johns
Hopkins School of

Medicine. Although critics
of his researeh have -
argued that the rat data
shonld not be applied 1o
humans (since codents and
primates melabolize drugs~-

that MDMA iz five lo ten
lines more toxic in
monkeys than in rats. He
noles further that “a dosc
thal produces a toxie effect
in the monkey i1 only two
to three times higher than
the dose of MDMA that :
humans ypically take on

the street”

The drug’s effect on
serolomun can he consider-
able. Two weeks after
exposure to MDMA, the
serotonin level in a
monkey's brain was down
80 percent. Ricaurte
reports. At the teo-weck

poinl, however, the level
wic down only S0 percent,
indicating thal the gero-
tonin-praducing nerve
terminals damaged by the
dryg may be able ko
recover in some form
(though whether they’ll
ever be exactly the same
remaing a mystery),
Ullipately, Ricaurte says,
these findings suggest that
MDMA “could indeed
preduce peurotoxic effects
in humans at the dose that
is generally taken on the
sireet.” He acknowledges
that it is apeculative to
extrapolate human risks
from monkey data and that
e shadld kmow a good
deal more afler completing
a detniled examination of
recreational MDMA users.
But even if MDMA can
damage or detroy pant of
the brzin, sodie scientists-
don’t think the risk of .
neurotoxicity is large
enough to outweigh what
+ they see as the drug's
-lasting therapeutic
Penefits, Speaking at a
January symposium on
synthesized “designer
drugs” in San Francisco,
Reese Jones, M.D,, a
professor of psychiatry at
the Unuversity of California
Medlcgl Center, asked: s
there something sacred
sbout those little bumps on
the end of the serglanin
receplors that would keep
us from giving that drug, if
it really did increase love
«and relsiedness, and made
people feel better a work,
and made people feel
betier with their family,
and so on? Is'that neuro-
toxicity?"
Pechaps not. But to the

.

* Drug Enforcement

Agency, MDMA is still a
Schedule 1 aubstance—
judged to have no medi-
cally secepted value and a2
high patentizl for abuse—
and it seems likely to
remain so. Although the
Swiss gavernment late last
year gave five psychiatnists
permission to use MDMA
and other drugs in their
pracuces as part of a
limited expenmental

program, clinical studies
that might establish
MDMA’e medical use have
been forbidden in the
United States because of
the unresolved neurotoxic-
ity questions. And accord-
ing to Food and Drug
Administration spoles-
woman Susan Cruzan, “It
is irrelevant to talk about
cligical trialz of a drug thx

no legilimate medical
use® i*

Perhaps frusirated by
that regulatory catch-22, a
few psychiatrists continue
1o use MDMA illegally 1n
therapy, aocording to Rick
Doblin, 4 former MDMA
user wha now heads the
nonprofit Muladisciplinary
Assaciation for Psychedelic
Studies, which has raised
more than $200,000 to Gund
MDMA research Of
pardcular note, he says,
are the psychiatrista using
the drug to treat the
psychological rauma
associated with the
diagnasis of AIDS. “They
find that it is quite useful in
helping people to face the
terminal nature of their
illness,” he explains, “and
in helping them, instead of
focusing on the days that
they won't have, to focus
on the days thal they do
have.”

And, despite the
controversy, slreel users
continue (o seck Ecstasy
as well. “Some people take
it almost entirely far
therapeutic or spiritual
reasons and can't see it as

~. a recreational drug.”
explains Jerome Beck, a
researcher at San Fran-
cisco’s Institute for
Scientific Analysis whao has
interviewed more than a
hundred MDMA users as
part of a study sponsored
by the National Institute on
Drug Abuse. Other people.
he adds, “look a W &5 2
party drug—a shmulant that
{s even bener than
cocaine.”

Whether the new
research will inake Ecstasy
& dirty word remains to be
seen

—Simson [ - Garfinkel
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