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What are psychedelics? 
Psychedelics (such as dimethyltryptamine, 

lysergic acid diethylamide, psilocybin, and aya-
huasca) are a class of psychoactive substances 
principally acting on the 5-hydroxytryptamine 
2 A (5-HT2A) receptors in the brain, induce 
significant alterations in consciousness, mani-
festing as perceptual, cognitive, emotional, and 
mood shifts, often accompanied by mystical or 
entheogenic experiences.[1] Iraq's unique cul-
tural, political, and social dynamics warrant a 
thorough investigation into the prevalence of 
psychedelic awareness and usage among its 

medical student population, which could have 
increased in post-conflict Iraq following 2003 
(Figure 1).

Could Iraq be a potential venue for psychedel-
ic use?

Several factors influence Iraq's potential 
suitability for psychedelic use. A weak criminal 
justice system and lax law enforcement may 
facilitate the production and distribution of 
psychedelics. The proximity to neighbouring 
countries burdened with drug trafficking issues 
provides opportunities for the transit and trade 
of such substances.[2] Prolonged political insta-
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bility over the past two decades has created 
an environment where alternative economies, 
including the illicit drug trade, can thrive. The 
presence of organized crime and paramilitary 
groups further adds to the potential for drug 
trafficking.[3] The collective stress and mental 
burden endured by the Iraqi community due to 
regional wars and civil conflicts may drive indi-
viduals to seek unconventional coping mech-
anisms, including psychedelics.[4] Additionally, 
the inadequacy of the healthcare system, par-
ticularly in mental health services, may contrib-
ute to a higher prevalence of psychedelic use 
as people turn to self-medication. It is crucial to 
address these underlying issues to mitigate the 
conditions that may lead to the potential use of 
psychedelics in Iraq.

Distinguishing psychedelics from psychostim-
ulants 

Psychedelic use among Iraqis could also 
have potential economic impacts.[5] Although 
the use of psychedelics is generally different 
from psychostimulant substances like crystal 
methamphetamine, both can affect productivi-
ty and financial ( economic) stability. Prolonged 
or frequent use of psychedelics might lead to 
decreased work performance, absenteeism, 
and impaired decision-making skills. Moreo-
ver, if the use becomes widespread, health-
care systems could face increased demand for 
treatment of potential mental health issues. To 
mitigate these economic impacts, education 
campaigns, mental health resources, and work-
place support programs could play crucial roles 
in promoting responsible and informed use of 
substances. One of the obstacles against this 
mitigation is the scarcity of studies measuring 
the awareness and prevalence of psychedelic 
substance use in the Iraqi community, including 
medical students.

The Middle East, including Iraq, has been 
experiencing political instability and cultur-
al changes, which ultimately influenced the 
whole drug trafficking scene and illicit drug 
usage phenomenon.[6] The "Arab Spring" move-
ment has rippled the Middle East's social fabric 
and cultural dynamics. Given these transforma-
tions, understanding the awareness and usage 
of psychedelics among the medical student 
population becomes essential for public health 
and regulatory authorities. Research in Europe 
has revealed intriguing patterns of seasonal 
interest in psychedelics, while specific trends 
have been correlated with the seasonal har-

• Misuse of psychedelics strains healthcare systems, compromises public safety, and disrupts families and education. 

• Iraq lacks accurate data about the prevalence and misuse of psychedelics and community awareness.

• Medical students have a crucial role in the distribution and prevention of misuse of psychedelics.

• Iraq and nearby countries have a favourable environment to produce and distribute psychedelics. 

• The global prevalence of hallucinogenic drug use among adults is approximately 0.3%.

Ahmed Al-Imam, Yasamin Al-Qassab, Manal Younus, Michal Michalak

Figure 1 | Imaginary concept art of magic mushrooms in post-conflict Iraq. Figure 1 was generated us-
ing Microsoft Bing Image Creator, a generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) software, leveraging an 
advanced iteration of OpenAI's DALL'E model.
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vesting of psilocybin-containing (magic) mush-
rooms. [7-9] The former patterns may not direct-
ly translate to Iraq. However, they underscore 
the influence of cultural and temporal factors 
on substance use behaviours. Such insights can 
inform the development of targeted interven-
tions and educational campaigns to promote 
responsible psychedelic usage when applicable 
while also mitigating potential risks. 

In contrast to the wealth of substance 
misuse research in developed countries, par-
ticularly in Europe, studies focusing on psy-
choactive substance use behaviours among 
Iraqi students, including students of medicine, 
are scarce. The unique psychological pressure 
and stress medical students encounter during 
their studies, combined with Iraq's history of 
social-cultural instability and political turmoil, 
make understanding their substance use be-
haviours critical for mental health professionals 
and policymakers.[3,4] By conducting compre-
hensive research, we can identify factors con-
tributing to psychedelic use and relevant risky 
behaviours, which can help develop tailored 
interventions to promote healthier choices and 
well-being.

Why is it crucial to explore psychedelic use 
among Iraqi medical students?

Studying psychedelics among medical stu-
dents in the Middle East, including Iraq, is cru-
cial for several reasons. Firstly, it provides in-
sight into how these substances interact with 
the region's rich cultural and religious history, 
influencing belief systems and commitment 
to these beliefs. Secondly, integrating psy-
chedelic information into medical education 
prepares future healthcare professionals for 
evidence-based discussions with patients, 
fostering a comprehensive understanding of 
mental health treatments. Thirdly, such stud-
ies contribute to global research collaboration, 
enriching psychedelic perspectives. Fourthly, 
the engagement of medical students in this 
research fosters a global perspective, adding 
diversity to the knowledge pool. Additionally, 
it reduces the stigma associated with these 
substances and informs future policy and regu-
lation decisions, considering cultural, religious, 
and legal factors. Lastly, exploring the potential 

therapeutic applications of psychedelics is cru-
cial, given their promising role in treating men-
tal health conditions.

Global and regional demographic data
The utilization of hallucinogenic drugs and 

psychedelics varies significantly across differ-
ent countries and regions. The World Drug Re-
port 2021 indicates that the global prevalence 
of hallucinogenic drug use among adults aged 
15-64 stands at approximately 0.3%. In the 
Middle East and North Africa, the prevalence of 
psychedelic use appears to be relatively lower, 
hovering around (<0.1%).[10] However, precise 
and current data are imperative to understand 
this phenomenon in Iraq comprehensively. As 
the issue of drug use continues to escalate, 
policymakers, public health authorities, and re-
searchers must collect more extensive data to 
grasp the scope of hallucinogenic drug use in 
Iraq and the broader Middle East. Armed with 
such data, regulatory authorities, including the 
Iraqi Ministry of Health, can make informed de-
cisions to promote public health and enhance 
societal well-being. 

On a different note, using various psychoac-
tive substances, including amphetamine-type 
substances (ATS), particularly crystal metham-
phetamine (commonly known as crystal meth), 
is a well-documented issue within the Iraqi pop-
ulation, with students being no exception. The 
prevalence of amphetamine use is most pro-
nounced among adolescents and young adult 
males aged 18 to 25 years, cutting across vari-
ous socio-economic backgrounds. [11] In recent 
times, Iraq has witnessed a staggering increase 
in the abuse of methamphetamine, though the 
precise magnitude of this exponential surge 
remains to be accurately quantified. Metham-
phetamine and other ATS are emerging as the 
fastest-growing abuse substances worldwide, 
particularly in nations with lax legal and regula-
tory frameworks, such as Iraq.[11] To effectively 
monitor the issue of psychedelic and psychoac-
tive substance abuse among Iraqi medical stu-
dents, it is prudent to engage in collaborative 
efforts that draw upon reliable projects such as 
the European School Survey Project on Alco-
hol and Other Drugs, also known as the ESPAD 
project.[12] These initiatives provide invaluable 

The ambiguity of psychedelics use among Iraqi medical students
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resources for conducting rigorous assessments 
of substance usage patterns. Doing so ensures 
methodological precision and facilitates mean-
ingful comparisons.

Two pertinent studies conducted in 2017 
and 2020 delved into substance use, encom-
passing psychoactive substances and pain-
killers (some with psychoactive properties), 
among Iraqi medical students.[13,14] The 2017 
study concluded that, although these students 
demonstrated a certain level of awareness of 
psychoactive substances, determining actual 
usage was challenging due to the limited sam-
ple size (n=65) and potential biases, including 
recall bias. The identified psychoactive sub-
stances used included diazepam (50.3%), opi-
um and opioids (20.4%), alprazolam (14.6%), 
cannabis and hashish (10.8%), amphetamines 
(8.9%), crystal methamphetamine (8.3%), deso-
morphine (7.6%), and Khat (4.5%). Notably, Ira-
qi students were unable to identify psychedelic 
chemicals. Knowledge concerning psychoac-
tive substances showed negligible variation as 
students progressed from junior to senior years 
of their studies. [13]

In 2020, another study investigated the 
"The prevalence of self-medication with pain-
killers among Iraqi medical students".[14] The 
researchers conducted a cross-sectional study 
involving 502 medical students from vari-
ous colleges in Baghdad. The prevalence of 
painkiller usage was 68.73%, with 73% being 
females and 27% males. A statistically signifi-
cant association between analgesic use and 
gender was observed, but not with students' 
academic levels (junior versus senior). Anal-
gesic use per month varied, with the majority 
(34.5%) using them less than once, 37.1% us-
ing them 1-3 times, and 14.2% using them 4-6 
times. Headache was the most common reason 
(71%), followed by dysmenorrhea (36%). Most 
respondents (68%) reported no difference in 
usage between regular college and exam days. 
Friends were the primary source of information 
(50.1%), followed by family members, pharma-
cists, textbooks, the internet, and nurses.

The multifaceted impact of psychedelic use 
Psychedelic misuse can disturb various 

aspects of life. It could strain the healthcare 
system due to increased medical and mental 
health service demands. Public safety can be 
compromised as risky behaviours (leading to 
accidents, homicide, and (para)suicide become 
prevalent). Family ties would suffer, educa-
tion could be hindered, and societal cohesion 
could be threatened.[3,4,15] It could also strain 
the criminal justice system, clash with cultural 
or religious values, impact workplace dynam-
ics, and divert government resources away 
from other essential needs. Further, addressing 
these disruptions requires a costly approach in-
corporating education of patients and the pub-
lic, mental health support, public health policy 
measures, and community engagement. 

The introduction and potential widespread 
use of psychedelics, including among Iraqis, 
present prospective economic challenges. The 
illicit nature of these substances could strain 
legal frameworks, increasing law enforcement 
costs. Workforce productivity may decline 
due to impaired cognitive function and de-
cision-making among users, impacting over-
all economic efficiency. The potential rise in 
substance abuse-related issues could strain 
healthcare systems, redirecting resources from 
more critical medical needs. Social ramifica-
tions, such as increased stigma and decreased 
community cohesion, may further hinder eco-
nomic well-being. Given the legal, social, and 
health-related implications, a conservative 
stance is warranted, suggesting that associat-
ed challenges and risks may overshadow any 
financial benefits. 

Ethical considerations in psychedelic use
General ethical considerations for psyche-

delic drugs encompass autonomy and informed 
consent, emphasizing individuals' right to make 
informed choices about their drug use. How-
ever, safety and mental health considerations 
are paramount, necessitating a focus on min-
imizing psychological risks and providing sup-
portive environments. Ethical guidelines for 
professionals and researchers are crucial in 
medical and therapeutic contexts. Cultural and 
religious sensitivity is essential, as well as re-
specting diverse beliefs and avoiding the im-
position of Western perspectives. Additionally, 
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balancing individual freedom with concerns 
about potential drug abuse is a crucial ethical 
consideration. [16]

Concerning the Iraqi society, specific ethical 
considerations arise due to its predominantly 
Muslim population. Respect for Islamic prin-
ciples, which generally prohibit mind-altering 
substances, is vital.[17] Understanding and re-
specting the legal status of psychedelic drugs 
in Iraq is crucial, influencing ethical discussions 
around access, use, and research. Consider-
ation of cultural norms, regional variations, 
and adherence to traditional values is neces-
sary. Public health and safety concerns require 
careful attention, particularly in ongoing chal-
lenges and conflicts. Education and awareness 
campaigns tailored to the cultural and religious 
context, equitable access to mental health re-
sources, and community involvement in ethi-
cal discussions are essential for navigating the 
unique landscape of Iraq.

CONCLUSION 
Research on psychedelics awareness and 

usage among Iraqi medical students is para-
mount. Such studies can shed light on cultural, 
temporal, and regional factors influencing ad-
diction behaviors, thereby guiding the devel-
opment of effective interventions and educa-
tional campaigns. As Iraq continues to navigate 
through its diverse challenges, comprehensive 
research should contribute to safeguarding the 
well-being of its future medical professionals 
and the collective society.
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