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Synopsis:


As early as the 1920’s, there has been all kind of propaganda surrounding the use of marijuana in the U.S. To this day there is a negative connotation around cannabis as it continues to be an illegal drug. Despite these factors, recent studies have shown that cannabis is a less harmful way to alleviate pain from many diseases when compared to prescription drugs. However, to understand the controversial debate over the medicinal use of marijuana, one must first understand the history of the plant itself. In 1910 the large influx of Mexicans into the U.S. because of the Mexican Revolution also came with America’s first introduction with marijuana. As soon as the plant entered the country there were racial ties made to it. Harry J. Anslinger was the first person to publicly speak about marijuana as a social issue. He has been famously quoted talking about “African Americans, satanic music, jazz and swing result from marijuana use. It’s marijuana causes white women to seek relations with negro, entertainers, and any others.”Anslinger was a big part of the International Opium Convention of 1928 that involved many heated protests of cannabis, referring to it as a murderous drug. Today views have matured to realize that the effects of marijuana are not so fatal. In 1937 the “Marihuana Tax Act” was established to levy a tax on those who dealt marijuana commercially. In 1969 the tax act was found to be unconstitutional because it violated the 5th amendment. At that time the drug was still legal for retail and medical use. Soon after, the Controlled Substances Act in the 1970’s defined manufacturing, distribution, and use of certain drugs to be regulated by the government. Hence marijuana was made illegal. 

For our research project, we found two current articles relating to current studies on the medicinal purposes of marijuana. The first article claims the marijuana can be a potent anti-depressant in low doses. Depression occurs when a neurotransmitter called serotonin is depleted. Current drugs such as Prozac and Celexa work by enhancing serotonin concentration in the brain, and this study provides evidence that cannabis can be safer, non habit forming alternative to these prescription drugs.









Laboratory animals were injected synthetic cannabinoid and tested for their levels of depression. This produced an anti-depressant effect.  Increased activity in the neurons that produce serotonin were observed. This was only seen with a low dose of synthetic cannabinoid, with higher doses, the reverse effect happened. “Low doses had a potent anti-depressant effect, but when we increased the dose, the serotonin in the rats’ brains actually dropped below the level of those in the control group. So we actually demonstrated a double effect: At low doses it increases serotonin, but at higher doses the effect is devastating, completely reversed,” Dr. Gabriella Gobbi of McGill University.

The brain releases similar intoxicating chemicals to that of cannabis known as “endo-cannabinoids”, which are released when the body is extremely stressed or in pain. Through CB1 receptors, endo-cannabinoids are transmitted in these conditions. These receptors “have a direct effect on the cells producing serotonin, a neurotransmitter which regulates the mood.” Said Dr. Gobbi.


Dr. Gobbi found a large improvement for people diagnosed with multiple sclerosis or AIDS in relation to mood disorders. Yet, there are perils associated with smoking marijuana in the form of joints as an anti-depressant. People who smoke a high amount of Marijuana are at a higher risk for developing psychosis. It is possible that, if used in a responsible manner, marijuana can aid in the treatment of pain, depression and anxiety.

In our second article, we found that marijuana can also be used as another method pain relief. They had a placebo controlled study in which patients who were completely healthy were given capsaicin, an alkaloid derived from hot chili peppers that causes irritation to the skin. Then certain groups were given certain amounts of medical cannabis or the placebo. The results of their study proved that low doses of cannabis had no effect on the patient, medium sized doses of cannabis somewhat eased the symptoms of their pain, and the high doses actually created more pain to the patients.

From their studies, they concluded that “there was … a significant correlation between plasma levels of THC, the active ingredient in cannabis, and decreased pain." They found that people who suffered from HIV-associated sensory neuropathy pain actually encountered 34% of pain relief. This was nearly double the rate of pain relief experienced by members who were using the placebo.


Even though that can draw conclusions for their results, the scientists encourage more research and conducting future experiments. They believe that medical marijuana could play a role in being a more efficient pain relief method to the people in which they cannot tolerate other drug methods.

The medical use of cannabis has a promising future. The current use of prescription drugs, such as painkillers like Oxycotin can easily escalate into an abuse problem for the user, especially because a high tolerance is likely to result. Cannabis can provide a non physically addictive alternative, and it is natural. The tolerance on this drug builds much more slowly than powerful pain killers which are derived from opiates and heroin. 

Methodology:


In both studies, laboratory animals were used as the subjects. The scientists predicted that cannabis would have medicinal use for certain ailments, such a pain and mental disorders. This was the scientists’ hypothesis. The goal of the studies was to verify if there was an alternative to current pain killers on the market, which some people can physically not handle because they are too strong. Laboratory animals were then injected with synthetic cannabinoid and the results were favorable. They found that the synthetic cannabinoid provided pain relief for the animals with depression, but only in moderate 4% by weight average doses. This result was then compared to the placebo control group. The scientists found that the animals that were injected with the synthetic cannabinoid had an improvement in their levels of depression compared to the control group. Although more studies need to be done on marijuana use, especially long term health effects, the medicinal aspect is beginning to show promise.
Striking Facts:

1. The dose level has to be just right. If it’s too low no effect happens, and if it is too high the opposite effect occurs. It has to be at a moderate level. 

2. Marijuana is less harmful and less habit-forming than current legal drugs out on the market today.

Two Seminar Questions:

1. Do you think, over a long period of time that the general consensus will become adapted to the effects of marijuana?

2. Do you feel that the use of marijuana during pregnancy can effect the genetic makeup of the developing fetus?

Question that wasn’t asked in the article:

What are the long term effects of marijuana use, and will it permanently alter chemicals in the brain if used incorrectly?
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