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Abstract

Background: Hallucinogenic substances, also known as psychedelics and entheogens, represent a subset of novel
psychoactive substances. The epidemiology of (ab)use and electronic commerce of Psychedelics has been
well-mapped in the developed world. However, countries from the developing world are yet to be explored.
Principles of psychology including thematic psychoanalysis were not implemented before in connection with
psychedelics.

Materials and Methods: This study is based on an internet snapshot technique; it will explore and analyse the
comments of psychedelics’ (ab)users in relation to the possibility of abuse of some granted power (authority);
several demographic parameters of (ab)users will be explored. The snapshot will implement thematic analysis and
psychoanalysis of comments found on drug fora and social communication media.

Results: The highest contribution of psychedelic users existed in the developed world, while the developing
countries including the Middle East contributed the least. More than half (57%) of Psychedelic (ab)users tend to
misuse power, which may indicate an existing psychopathology.

Conclusion: Psychedelic users tend to mishandle the use of authority. The prevalence of psychedelic (ab)users in
the Middle East is considered to be minimal. Additional analyses are required and in different populations of
students, academics, medical professionals, psychiatric patients, prisoners, terrorists, and military organisations.

Keywords: Novel Psychoactive Substances, NPS, Hallucinogens, psychedelics, observational study, internet
snapshot, power, prevalence, epidemiology, public health, community medicine

1. Backgrounds

The electronic commerce of novel psychoactive substances (NPS), also known as the NPS e-commerce, has been
ever growing over the last two decades; this exponential growth has taken many forms, including the e-commerce
on both divisions of the web, surface and deep (Al-Imam et al., 2016; Al-Imam, 2017; Al-Imam et al., 2017; Brew,
2016; Krabseth et al., 2016; Orsolini et al., 2016). Hallucinogens, also known as psychedelics and entheogens,
represent a chemical subset under the wider scheme of NPS; psychedelics alter the mental status and induce a
hallucinogenic experience (psychedelic trip) via their selective action on central monoamines and monoamine
transporters (MATs), and specifically serotonin transporters (Dargan & Wood, 2013; Gonzalez-Maeso & Sealfon,
2009; Krebs & Johansen, 2013; Stafford, 2013). The individual basis of power, explored via social sciences and
psychology, include the structural, personal, and cognitive basis of authority (French and Raven 1959; Wrong,
1980). In this study, a critical component of structural power, represented by coercion and punishment, will be
explored. Humans tend to rely on those bases of power in their day to day interpersonal interaction from a social
and a professional perspective (Mossholder et al., 1993; Podsakoff, Schriescheim, & Rogers, 1974; Raven, 1993).
It is unknown whether psychedelic users behave the same or deviate from the norms with regards to the
components of the individual basis of power. Would (ab)users of hallucinogenic agents abuse or shy away from
exploiting a granted high power? The study will aim to answer this crucial question.

This study is cross-sectional in nature; it will rely on the internet snapshot technique, which was taken for specific
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groups (or pages) on drug fora and virtual social communication media (Erowid.org, 2017; Facebook, 2017). The
study will be enacted in a population of (ab)users of psychedelic substances (hallucinogens); it will analyse threads
of commentaries created by psychedelic users with an aim to explore and investigate their tendencies to abuse a
given high power and authority, even if the power is fictional. As a whole, there will be an exploration of the
linguistic preferences and the potential existence of psychopathology among (ab)users. The overall
level-of-evidence of these integrative analyses is estimated to be of level-2b in accordance with the classification
system imposed by the Oxford Center for Evidence-Based Medicine (University of Oxford, 2009). The study has
been ethically approved by the Institutional Review Board at the College of Medicine-University of Baghdad.

2. Materials and Methods

An internet snapshot was taken for the comments of (ab)users of psychedelics substances (hallucinogens); these
observations were systematically carried out on specific groups on the Facebook social communication medium
and online drug fora (Erowid.org, 2017; Facebook. Magic Mushroom (Psilocybin), 2017; Facebook. Psychedelic
Experience, 2017; Facebook. Psychedelic Heaven, 2017; Facebook. Psychedelics & Philosophy 2, 2017;
Facebook. The Adult Psychedelic Sweet Shop, 2017; Facebook. The Terance McKenna Experience, 2017). These
groups and fora are dedicated for psychedelic users where they interact socially, share subjective experiences about
psychedelic “trips”, and comment on a plethora of philosophical topics (Boyer et al., 2007; Van Hout et al., 2013;
Van Hout et al., 2014).

This study is observational and cross-sectional in nature; the internet snapshot was taken on the 5™ of March 2017.
Some interesting threads were noticed; the topics of these threads were related to the same theme, power and
authority, including interesting questions; What will you do if you become God?, What will you do if you were
given supreme powers? These threads of commentaries are valuable from a psychological perspective and can be
explored via thematic (psycho)analysis of comments (De Ganck et al., 2015; Pérez et al., 2015). The aim is to
conclude whether psychedelic (ab)users tend to abuse high power and authority. The individual bases of power are
structural, personal, and cognitive (French and Raven 1959; Wrong, 1980). In this study, a critical component of
structural power, known as coercion and punishment, will be explored in relation to a particular population of web
users (psychedelic users). Threads of commentaries of 264 (ab)users were analysed for gender (1), geographic
location (2); the number of words per comment (3), and the theme comments (4). The sexual identity (gender) for
psychedelic users was concluded from their profile names via using an already established database for the
correlation of name versus gender. The geographic mapping (geo-mapping) was deducted from the profile page of
each user, whenever disclosed publically. The content (theme) for each comment was categorised into either
positive (P), negative (N), or uncategorizable (U).

The total number of analysed psychedelics users was 264 (n=264). The Implemented statistical analyses were
descriptive and inferential. Statistical analyses were carried out via Microsoft Excel 2016; an alpha (o) value of
0.05 and a confidence interval of 95% (95% CI) were considered as the cutoff limit for statistical significance. The
study has been approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the College of Medicine-University of
Baghdad; approval has been granted under the authority of IRB meeting number 7 which took place on the 20™ of
December 2016. The level-of-evidence of this study is level-2b in accordance with the categorization system
scheme imposed by the Oxford Center for Evidence-Based Medicine (University of Oxford, 2009).

3. Results and Discussion

The number of words per comment (WPC) averaged 14.6 words. Exceptional (statistical outliers) included any
comment with 31 up to 224 words (Figure 1). The majority of commenting psychedelics users were males (85.2%)
and females (14.8%). Positive (optimistic) and negative (pessimistic) ideas were diverse; examples of these
comments; Destroy the universe, Create another reality where evil doesn't exist, Suicide, Kill myself, Destroy all
humans. The overall theme of observations (Figure 2) was either negative (57.6%), positive (27.3%), or
uncategorizable-unspecific (15.2%). Further, the contribution of males and females within each thematic category
were found to be proportional.
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Figure 1. Number of Words per Comments: Scattered Graph (left) and Boxplot (right)
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Figure 2. The Proportional Contribution of Psychedelic (Ab)users by Gender, Male (M) and Female (F), to the
Theme of Commentaries: Negative (N), Positive (P), and Uncategorizable (U)

The geo-mapping has concluded that the highest proportion of psychedelics (ab)users were from developed
countries and the western world (Figures 3 to 5) especially from the United States, United Kingdom, Canada, and
Western Europe. On the other hand, the Middle Eastern and Arabic countries contributed the least. Top
contributing countries to negative comments included (in a descending order of frequency); US, UK, Canada,
Germany, Netherlands, Australia, Bulgaria, Croatia, Russia, and Sweden. Middle Eastern and Arabic countries
included Iran, Morocco, and Turkey. Top contributing countries in relation to positive comments included; US, UK,
Canada, Netherlands, Australia, Belgium, Denmark, Italy, Sweden, and the Czech Republic. Middle Eastern and
Arabic countries included Israel, Turkey, and Iraq. Top contributing countries in relation to uncategorizable
comments included; US, UK, Mexico, Germany, Sweden, Romania, Malaysia, Lithuania, Israel, Denmark, and
China. Exceptional (statistical outliers) contributing countries included three countries all of which were from the
developed western world; these were the US, UK, and Canada.
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Figure 3. Geo-mapping for Psychedelics (Ab)users with Negative Comments
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Figure 4. Geo-mapping for Psychedelics (Ab)users with Positive Comments
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Figure 5. Geo-mapping for Psychedelics (Ab)users with Uncategorizable Comments

ANOVA test was used for the analysis of the number of words per comment versus the theme of comments
(positive, negative, and uncategorizable), for which there was a statistically significant difference (p-value<0.001).
The number words per comment (Figure 6) averaged; 10.8 (N), 24.4 (P), and 11.6 (U). Additional inferential
statistics were carried out using Student s t-test (Figure 7); there was no significant difference in between the length
of negative and uncategorizable comments (p=0.404). On the other hand, psychedelic users with the positive
theme (optimistic users) commented significantly more than users with negative comments (p=0.001), and
uncategorizable comments (p=0.005). It is to be concluded that psychedelic users with positive ideas tend to speak
and elaborate, while other users (negative and uncategorizable) tend to be brief in their commentaries. Student’s
t-test was also used to detect any significant difference in the length of comments between males and females;
males were found to discuss more (more words per comment) than females regardless of the theme
(positivity-negativity) of the commentary (15.7 versus 8.2, p-value=0.012).
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Figure 6. Descriptive Statistics (Mean and Standard Deviation) for the Number of Words per Comment for the
Three Themes of Comments: Negative (N), Positive (P), and Uncategorizable (U)
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Figure 7. Inferential Statistics (Student’s t-test): Number of Words per Comment versus the Theme of Comments

Linear regression was also constructed for the correlation of; gender versus nature (theme) of comment (1), words
per comment versus theme of comment (2), and gender versus words per comment (3). Each of the gender (sex)
and theme of comments was numerically encoded to enable this analysis. It appears that sex (gender identity) and
themes of comments were not correlated (R’ score=0.0003). Additionally, males and females contributed
proportionally in relation to all themes of comments (P, N, and U). However, females tend to comment with fewer
words (R*=0.0102) unless their comments are positive. The conclusion, inferred via Student’s t-test, that positive
comments tend to be more elaborate was also confirmed via linear regression (R*=0.057). To re-encapsulate, males
and females contribute proportionally to all three themes of comments; positive commenters tend to elaborate with
more words as if they were enthusiastic to make an impact on the world. However, females tend to comment less
unless their commentaries were labelled as positive. To be concluded, psychedelic users possess a tendency to
abuse a given power; there was no significant difference in relation to the proportional contribution of men and
women to this trend. Accordingly, psychedelics users of both genders may behave differently from a normal
population (psychedelics-free population) when they are granted a high power. The aetiology and mechanisms
behind the phenomenon of abusing authority towards coercion and punishment are beyond the scope of this study,
although these can be related to either an inherent or an acquired psychopathology or a combination of both. The
potential role of psychedelics as a stimulant towards this behavioural attitude is to be explored in future studies.

4. Conclusion

The (ab)users of hallucinogenic NPS tend to mishandle the use of authority. The vast majority of (ab)users were;
young, predominantly males, and from the western developed countries; the Middle East contribution was
insignificant. Men and women contributed proportionally in relation different themes of comments of relevance to
a fictional granted supreme (or divine) power. Those who contributed with positive (optimistic) comments tend to
elaborate and discuss their ideas; they were talkative and passionate of how they wanted to change the world to be
a better place. However, those optimistic psychedelic users represented a minority within the studied population.
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