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Chemistrydigest

The Agony of Ecstasy

) Some call it the new “Jove drug,” but the DEA calls it dangerous.

Inanomulhnh:nqunalhmuumdoummll. It then

the release of 8 chemial neurotransminer, which crotses the gap {syndpse, (n
ta the next cefl, Initating a mew fignal. MOVAA may mpede this process.

n the street it's known as Ecsta-
sy. [n the lab they call it 3,4-meth-
yienedloxymethamphetamine,
or MDMA. Some psychiatrists think il's a
therapeulic marvel, while Bie government
believes it's a dangerous drug. One Ihing's
for certain: No one involved is dispassion-
ale abaul MDMA, the lategt in the pursuit

- -| of better Living thraugh chemistry.

MDMA is a lezs potent version of the
psychedelic MDA, known In the sixties as
the "loave drug.” Bolli combine some of
the ellects ol the hallucinogen mescaline
And ol amphetamine sdmulants. Though
synthesized and patented In 194 as an
appetite suppressant, MDMA was never
marketed. |t remained all but forgotten un-
lil"about 10 years ago, when it resurfaced
quletly, tirst in the cifices ol 3ome thera-
pists and then on college campuses and in
lhe homes o young professicoals,

*MDMA lowers anxiely levels in such a
way as to make people less defensive,”
stales Harvard prolessor of psychiatry Les-
ler Grinspoon. “IL also Increases the ca-
paclty lar insight, empalhy and commuyni-
catlon.” Waterlown, Massachusells,
peychiatrist Rick Ingrasci has successtully
administered MDMA, which until recently
was legal, o 200 patients overthe past five
years. He has lound the drug to be espe-
cially helplul i therapy with couples,
slnce It diminishes defensiveness and en-
€ourages communicalion. Speaking of

one business execulive who took MDMA
during a session, Ingrase says, "We cov-
ered more ground in those two hours than
we did In twa moaths of psychotherapy.”

fn recent years, recreational use ol
MDMA has boomed. Sireet users gladly
pay from $8 to $20 for a typlcal 100-milli-
gram capsulé al the synthetic white pow-
der. Never mind ihe initlal side elfects—15
mimites or so of swealing, rapld eye osdl-
lation and an Increase in bood pressure
and hean rate—and the 24.hour aflerel-
fects of exhaustion and appetite loss.
What they are buying is approximately
four hours of contentment, sell-accep-
tance and insight, usually withoui the per-
ceptual and eognltive dislartions associal-
ed with other psychedelic drugs.

But lest summer the Drug Enforcement
Agency (DEA), alarmed by research aiso-
ciating the dnig with possitle brin dam-
age, slapped an emergency ban on
MDMA. It has, {or now, joined the ranks ol
heroin, LSD and marijuana as a Schedule [
controlled substance, the only legal usa
being In an approved experimental set-
Ung. However, one p. prolesling that
such classification inhibits elinical re-
search, Ix pressing 10 have the drug placed
n 3 less resticlive category. .

Grinspoon, who i3 one of those chal-
lenging the DEA, believes il is imperzative
that we explore Lhis drug as a possible ad-
jurcl and catalysl Lo psychotherapy. Keep-

ing i in Schedule | would be a terrible ob-
tlacle. We need 1g get new dala—{rom the
1ab, ot the street” He and the other pro-
ponents want to see MDOMA listed lostead
in Schedule lll—wilh moxt tranquilizers
and diet plils—{or which research proto-
cols are more lentent Bat a Schedule 1l
dnig musl have a curently aceepted med-
feal use and a relalively low potenlial lor
abuse. And az DEA chemisl Frank Sa-
plenza polnis out, *"‘MDMA hasn't even
been approved lor human consumptien
by the Food and Orug Admindstration. And
we belleve the abuse potentia] Is high.

The DEA also cites research at the Uni-
veruity of Chicago. Anlmal studles by Law-
iz Selden and Charles Schuster indicale
thal the drug might cause “long-term dam-
age to central nervous system structures.”
These researchers have shown thal MDA,
which dillers from MDMA by only one
methyl group, “produces a marked deple-
tion of a vital neurotransmilter, seroto-
nin.”" Addidonally, they have shown Lhat
the parent compound of MDMA, metham-
phetamine, can cause degeneration of
nerve cells containing another key neuro-
transmitler, dopamine.

boosters 1end 1o seolf at these

findings. Says Ingrascl, “lt is Lrue that
MDMA dliters only slighly Ln ¢hemical
struciure, bul a small vadalion ¢an pro-
duce a radically difterent blologlcal actlvi-
ty" To put an end {g spaculation, the Chi-
cafo reseaschers are dolng experdments
with MDMA ltself to examine lis (0xiciry to
the brain. Initlal results indlcate that while
a single injection of MDMA may not be as
toxlc as MDA, chronic reatmenl which
causes severe depletlon of serotonin and
a redudiion in Its inlake, may be worse.

Designer Drugs

Even il the DEA dpes succeed In penma-
nently classilying MDMA as a Schedule |
drug, basement chemists may be one step
ahead with a new and legal varialion of it.
Since current laws define drugs by precize
chemical streciure, so-called designer
drugs—compounds In which the psycho-
active qualily of a banned substance is
maintained but the malecular sbruciure {s
stighlly altered—are a devipus way to skin
the law. "[n tact, there is already rvmor ol
one called MDE,” says Sapienza But a bill
belare Congress would broaden existing
bans to incdude spin-oifs. -

-Kathren Rose Genz
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