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Pharmacology

While ayahuasca usually contains DMT, they are not equiv-
alent to each other. There are significant and important dif-
ferences in pharmacology, the duration and quality of the
experience, administration modes, legal classifications and,
Importantly, their cultural histories and contexts of use.

What is in ayahuasca*?

» The ayahuasca vine is central ingredi- » Some cultural groups prepare a decoc-

ent always found in the brew (Banisteri- tion using the B. caapi vine alone, with-
opsis caapl). out adding other plants. This tea can have
» Ayahuasca and chacruna are now the  psychoactive effects, although qualita-
most common ingredients in ayahuas- tively and phenomenologically different
ca. At some point in history, the Indige- than the more widespread preparation.

nous people of the northwestern Ama- » Some brews can include other admix-
zon Basin discovered that by mixing the ture plants in varying concentrations, for

leaves of chacruna (Psychotria viridis, various purposes.

which contains DMT) with the harma- » |n many Amazonian traditions, the vine
AbO“t la-alkaloid containing vine, visionary ex- described as giving the person power

periences were enhanced. (fuerza), while the leaves are thought to

» Yagé (the name for ayahuasca in some provide light and vision (luz y vision).
parts of Colombia) is a brew made of
Diplopterys cabreana (chaliponga/cha-
gropanga) leaves rather than chacruna.

* For the purposes of this fact sheet, we are referring to the common formula, prepared
from the ayahuasca vine and chacruna leaves.

How does ayahuasca work in the body?

» The mechanism of action by which aya- where its job is to degrade monoamines.
huasca produces its effects is highly , DMT (N N-dimethyltryptamine) is a mo-
sophisticated, and has been widely de=  noamine and is found in the chacruna or
bated by ethnobotanists, pharmacolo-  chaliponga leaves commonly added to
gists and neuroscientists alike.? The fo- the brew. If DMT is ingested orally, the en-
llowing is a simplified (and reductionistic dogenous MAO deactivates it, preven-

description), based on what is currently ting it from reaching the brain 3
known about the basic pharmacological

‘ » Once the monoamine oxidase (MAO)
actions.

) n has been deactivated by the harmala
» A recent StUdy identified about 2,000 alkaloids/ the DMT can get through the

components in the ayahuascabrew, in-  pjood-brain barrier and into neurorecep-
cluding a variety of flavonoids and terpe- tors.12

Pharmacology

» The harmala alkaloids found in the vine
(harmine, harmaline and tetrahydrohar-
mine), are psychoactive and responsi-
ble for many of the effects of ayahuasca.
They also act as inhibitors of monoamine
oxidase (MAQ), an enzyme present in the
brain, and in the gastrointestinal tract,

Does ayahuasca=DMT?

The simple answer is: no. Several clinical trials have been carried out on humansin a
laboratory context where both DMT (in pure form, intravenously) and ayahuasca (oral-
ly) were administered. Their acute effects were characterized at the psychological and
somatic levels. Based on these studies, as well as cultural and legal contexts, here are
the key differences between the two.

Ayahuasca DMT
oge . Ayahuasca is a natural de- DMT (N,N-dimethyltryp-
Composulon. coction made with plants, tamine) is a chemical subs-
DMT is a single molecule, andincludes other com- tance not unique to the
whereas ayahuascais a pounds (beta-carbolines) ayahuasca brew. It is a ubi-
decoction comprised of that may modulate the quitous tryptamine found
multiple compounds. effects, making them signi- in its natural form in many
ficantly different from pure animal species,? including
DMT. in human urine, blood, and
cerebrospinal fluid,’® as well
As noted above, there are asinsome plants.
about 2,000 components
in the final ayahuasca brew,?®
and science has to-date
only provided a simplified
understanding of how it
works in the body.
The amounts of DMT vary
enormously depending on
the batch and the method
of preparation, amongst
other factors. A recent
analysis found DMT values
ranging from O to 2.68 mg/
mL in 102 ayahuasca sam-
ples.”
In clinical trials, doses of
ayahuasca administered
contained between 0.5 mg/
kgand .Img/kg of DMT®
Effects: The effects of ayahuasca, The acute effects of DMT
are slow and progressive, appear immediately after in-
DMT and ayahuasca taking 45 to 60 minutesto  travenous administration*®
have very different appear and reaching maxi-  orinhalation.
pharmacodynamics. mum effects after 2 hours,
which dissipate after4to 6 | The effects of DMT are
hours.2¢ approximately twice as
intense as the effects of
ayahuasca at equivalent
doses.’
Legality: According to the Internatio- | Synthetic or extracted DMT
nal Narcotics Control Board ' is listed in Schedule 1 (the
Synthetic DMT is a sched- (INCB), a quasi-judicial most restrictive classifica-
uled substance, whe- control body for the imple-  tion), in the 1971 Convention
reas in most countries, mentation of the United on Psychotropic Substan-
ayahuascais not. Nations drug conventions, | ces,and many countries
ayahuascais not subjectto | thereforealsoincludeitin
international control, nor are : their national legislation.”
the alkaloids present in the
B. caapivine." The INCB has confirmed
that “no plant or concoction
Regulations are different containing DMT, including
country by country, howe-  ayahuasca, is currently un-
ver the plants themselves derinternational control.""
are not regulated in most
places. Legal incidents in-
volving ayahuasca typically
involve charges for posses-
sion of DMT.
Culture and Ayahuasca has been used In addition to ayahuasca,
by Amazonian people for some Amazonian tribes also
context of use: centuries, and likely much use DMT-containing snuffs
Ayahuasca has a complex onger. Theritual use of ~such as Yopo (Anadenan-
cultural history with ayahuasca is rooted in Indi- | thera peregrina) or Epend
practices that differ genous cosmologies, ani- | (Virola elongata).
among the Indigenous mistic ontologies, and syn-
groups who use it in the cretic religious beliefs. While relatively recent prac-
Amazon. | tices, the Western use of
Modern ayahuasca practi-  natural extracts or synthe-
ces often draw inspiration tic DMT (whetherinjected,
from Amazonian cosmo- insufflated or vaporized) is
visions and belief systems, rooted in the cultural history
creating new ceremonial of the psychedelic move-
_designs adapted for western : ment and rave and trans-
participants. formational festival scenes,
among others.
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