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Hallucinogens are also called psychedelics and are able to alter perception, mood, and cogni-
tive processes in often unpredictable ways (Hollister, 1984). These can be described as follows:

1. Somatic symptoms: dizziness, weakness, tremors, nausea, drowsiness, paresthesias
(numbness or tingling), and blurred vision

2. Perceptual symptoms: altered shapes and colors, difficulty in focusing on objects,
sharpened sense of hearing, and at times synesthesias

3. Psychic symptoms: alterations in mood (happy, sad, or irritable at varying times),
tension, distorted time sense, difficulty in expressing thoughts, depersonalization,
dreamlike feelings, and visual hallucinations

Although these are possible experiences from hallucinogens, in reality they are quite 
unpredictable and based on both the expectations of the user and the situation in which the 
drug is taken. This also makes research with the drugs more difficult to perform.

In order to conduct human research with hallucinogens, a self-administered rating scale, 
the Altered States of Consciousness (ASC) scale, was developed (Dittrich, 1998). Dittrich sug-
gested that the subjective effects of taking hallucinogens can be divided into three major compo-
nents. The first is Oceanic Boundlessness. This is similar to what have been described as mystical 
experiences such as depersonalization and derealization. The second component is Anxious 
Ego Dissolution. This would include such experiences as anxiety, delusions, fear of losing con-
trol, and loss of a sense of self. The third component is Visionary Restructuralization. This com-
ponent includes visual hallucinations and illusions, synesthesia, and changes in the meaning of 
perceptions.

Although illegal in the United States, hallucinogens do not produce dependence and are 
relatively safe (Nichols, 2004). They also do not show withdrawal symptoms. However, as 
with any process, abuse and dependence are possible, although the pattern is not the same. 
Drugs that are addictive typically affect the dopamine system and the experience of reward. 
It is also possible to train animals to self-administer addictive drugs, but this is not the case 
with hallucinogens. Hallucinogens do not directly affect dopamine neurotransmission as do 
alcohol, cannabis, tobacco, and cocaine. They also appear to lack the toxic effects on human 
organs seen in alcohol or tobacco, for example. However, not all experiences with hallucino-
gens are positive. A so-called “bad trip” can include extreme anxiety and fearful psychotic-like 
experiences.

Structurally, the chemical makeup of hallucinogens is similar to the neurotransmitter sero-
tonin. In fact, early theories suggested that hallucinogens produced their effects by increasing 
serotonin in specific brain areas. It is now known that hallucinogens bind to the 5-HT serotonin 
receptor.

LSD was first experienced on April 16, 1943. Albert Hoffmann, who worked for Sandoz 
Pharmaceuticals in Basel, Switzerland, was studying naturally occurring products and their 
modification in the laboratory. He was working on the ergot fungus, which is found on grains. 
On his way home from work, he experienced strange perceptual experiences including  
hallucinations. To determine if his experiences were due to LSD, Hoffmann purposely 
ingested LSD some 3 days later. Indeed, it was LSD that had given Hoffman the psychotic-like 
experiences. This was also confirmed by other scientists in the lab who had similar experi-
ences. LSD has been shown to be the most potent of all hallucinogens with effects that can last 
up to 12 hours.

Whereas LSD is the most potent hallucinogen, mescaline is the least potent. Mescaline comes 
from the peyote cactus and has a long history in the Western Hemisphere. Mescaline was widely 
used in pre-Columbian Mexico, where it was considered magical and divine (Carson-DeWitt, 
2001). From there, it spread to North America, and certain Native American tribes used it in 
religious ceremonies. In 1990, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that mescaline could not be used 

The peyote cactus from 
which mescaline comes, the 
psilocybin mushroom, and the 
fungus ergot on rye grain.
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