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CHAPTER 8

Battle for Artificial Paradises:
The War on Drugs in Lebanon,
Its Consequences, and the Fight
to End It

Karim Nammour*
(Lebanon)

*
I would like to dedicate this piece to all victims of the war on
drugs, particularly persons who use drugs and who have been marginalized by a criminal system that refuses to understand addiction.

—Johann Hari (2015)

Picture 1
“Flying with Birds,” sketched by author
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“The opposite of addiction isn’t sobriety. It’s connection . . .
If you are alone, you cannot escape addiction.
If you are loved, you have a chance. For a hundred years
we have been singing war songs about addicts.
All along, we should have been singing love songs to them.”
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It was a sunny morning when Saada’s mother was installing
her and her sisters securely on their father’s tractor. Her mother
put a rope around Saada’s waist and carefully navigated that
same rope around her other daughters’ waists to ensure that they
were all bound together safely for the long journey from the town
of Hermel in northeastern Lebanon to the djurd (a stretch of high
barren mountains surrounding the Hermel area). It was the beginning of June in the early 1980s, school was over, and by then the
snow had almost completely melted in the djurd, which is about
1,700 meters (approximately 5,578 feet) above sea level. In June,
the land in the area was ready for farmers—such as Saada’s father—to grow a special type of plant that they would later harvest, manufacture, and sell to wealthy dealers to cover their children’s school tuition, clothing, and medical expenses, as well as
the family’s basic needs for the coming year. The voyage to the
djurd meant all of that for twelve-year-old Saada and her sisters.
It meant new shoes, new books for school, and, at some point, a
pair of pajamas. Saada knew very little about that plant; she only
knew it was the household’s main source of income and that it
was called hashish.
Most Octobers, after spending the summer between the hemp1
fields and the millennial lezzeb trees2 scattered across the arid Hermel plains, farmers would proceed with the harvesting of their
hemp crops. While Saada’s brothers and sisters would actively
take part in the harvesting process, her father—realizing how
much she lacked dexterity for cutting crops—would appoint her
as the family’s scarecrow, guardian of the hemp seeds. This is because after the harvest, farmers would lay out their hemp seeds
on the beautiful mountainous rocks to be bathed in the sharp sun,
but it was also during the height of bird migration season, when
tens of thousands of soaring birds (including cranes, storks, and
pelicans) would migrate south, passing above the Hermel plains.
Saada’s job, as the appointed scarecrow, was to shoo away the
birds. She liked migrating birds and was fascinated by how well
structured the flocks were. They would arrive from the north in
a flawless V-shape, and at the sight of the seeds drying on the
1

The plant from which hashish is extracted.

2

More commonly known in English as Phoenician juniper.

Picture 2
Saada with a millenial lezzeb tree in the Hermel high plains
Photo: Saada Allaw

rocks, the chief bird would lead the flock’s descent like an emerging waterfall cascading over a steep rock. On days her father was
not around to watch, Saada would step away from the seed-covered rocks and welcome the flocks. After their well-structured
descent, the birds would feast on the seeds and then reemerge
up toward the skies, “each bird dancing on its own in complete
disorientation,” according to Saada.3 It would be only years
later, upon moving to Beirut for college, that Saada would realize what those seeds were and thus understand “why a perfectly
structured bird flock would reemerge from the Hermelian rocks
as a completely disorganized black cloud,” as she laughingly explained to me when I first interviewed her for this chapter.
3
Interview with Saada Allaw, October 2016, Dekwaneh. All quotations from Saada in this chapter derive from this interview.
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Almost thirty years later, in the fall of 2011, Panos4—a beautiful twenty-two-year-old college student and inspiring actor with
Greek ancestry, long black curly hair, and piercing green eyes—
was out in Beirut partying with some friends to celebrate the submission of a college paper they had been working on. They started with dinner and drinks at a friend’s flat, where they shared a
few joints, and then went bar-hopping in Beirut’s hotspots. On the
way back home, Panos fell asleep in the backseat of his friend’s
car only to be violently awoken a few minutes later by a barking
dog held on a leash by a police officer. Chris, the car’s owner,
had run low on gas and the car had stopped—to their misfortune—right in front of a police station. The police officers on duty
that night suspected the group of possessing drugs, given the fact
that those in the backseat were sleeping and had an “artsy” look.
The officers searched the car for narcotics and then searched each
individual until they found a small plastic bag on Lea, one of the
group’s members, containing a tiny ball of what looked like mud.
The entire group was taken to the police station, where they were
placed in a humid, unsanitary, and jammed cell while the officers
contacted the Anti-Narcotics Bureau so that it could send special
agents to investigate the matter.
Upon the special agents’ arrival, Panos was the first to be interrogated. “You look like a guy who likes his hashish fresh, where
do you get it?,” they asked. “I don’t smoke up,” Panos responded.
One of the agents looked at him and said, “A guy shouldn’t have
long hair and piercings. You must either be a faggot or a junky. I
will submit you to a urine test, it will prove whether or not you
‘smoke up,’ so you’d better get your story straight. Where do you
buy the stuff? Answer me or else.” The officer then proceeded to
slap him three times on his cheek. A traumatized, hung-over Panos then told a story he had concocted with his friends in the cell
to avoid getting any of the group’s members into a prosecution
involving the “promotion” or “trafficking” of drugs. The story involved a Dutch tourist they had met at a bar earlier that night and
who had shared a joint with them. Once the interrogation was

4
I have used pseudonyms for some of the people mentioned in
this text in order to protect their privacy.

The Manufacturing of a War on Drugs
In the early 1930s, a former diplomatic agent during the First World
War and former prohibition officer to the Bahamas was appointed
as the United States’ first commissioner to the newly created Federal Bureau of Narcotics.5 This man, who looks like he could have
been Mussolini’s twin, was Harry Anslinger, the engineer of the
war on drugs as we know it today. He had been appointed by
his wife’s uncle, Andrew Mellon (the US Secretary of the Treasury back then), to head the successor of the old Department of
5
A federal agency of the United States Department of the Treasury
and predecessor of the current Drug Enforcement Administration.
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over, the agents put Panos back in the cell. He would spend the
next five nights there before being released on bail.
During his stay, Panos witnessed a heroin addict going
through withdrawal and getting physically assaulted inside the
cell without even as much of a verbal intervention from the police
officers on duty that night. It wasn’t until a group of detainees
started shouting for help that one of the police officers gave the
person going through withdrawal a Panadol pill he had found
somewhere in the police station. The following night, that same
agent would sexually harass Panos after Panos asked him for a
cigarette. Once out of the police station, Panos had one thing in
mind: finish college and emigrate to any other country. Little did
he know that what had happened then was just the beginning of
his story (I will return to this later).
Saada and Panos have never met, but they are connected by
the drug chain that began in the soil of Saada’s hometown plains
and ended in Panos’s hands in the streets of Beirut. They stood
at the two extremes of the drug chain, and yet—as we will see—
were equally victims of a war initiated more than a hundred years
ago by various actors (including drug dealers and gangs, police
officers, statesmen, and lawmakers). In this chapter, I explore how
this war was manufactured in a small office in the United States
and propagated globally until reaching Lebanon. I analyze its socioeconomic and legal consequences and how it failed to achieve
its stated objectives in terms of fighting drug addiction, instead
exacerbating addiction and manufacturing marginalization.
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Prohibition. However, prohibition had been abolished, and the
Federal Bureau of Narcotics was now a small department with
little funding from the government. Fighting cocaine and heroin
(both prohibited in 1914) was not going to be enough to keep the
department going. According to journalist Johann Hari (2015, 15),
Anslinger started noticing interesting stories in the newspaper,
such as the one published by the New York Times on July 6, 1927,
entitled “Mexican Family Go Insane,” in which a Mexican family
was said to be driven insane after eating a marijuana plant. Anslinger believed that “the two most-feared groups in the United
States—Mexican immigrants and African Americans—were taking the drug much more than white people” and proceeded to
send inquiries to thirty scientific experts across the country, asking
them about this marijuana plant he had read about and whether it
should be banned. All of the experts firmly stated that the effects
of the plant were wildly exaggerated and that it “would be wrong
to ban it” (ibid.). All except one. Anslinger adopted the latter’s
response and lobbied the House Committee on Appropriations,
to which he presented “a nightmarish vision” of what consumption of the plant could lead to (ibid.). The fear tactic worked, and
the Federal Bureau of Narcotics began to receive more funding to
deal with this “threat,” eventually growing into a major federal
bureau of the United States. One cannot help but note at this point
the manifestation of an intersectional manufacturing of inequality. Anslinger believed that African Americans and Mexican immigrants were consuming the drug much more than white people
were—and criminalizing consumption meant that he could now
use a legal tool that he personally created to marginalize both of
these ethnic groups, whom he feared and scorned. Indeed, his
“crusade” on drugs and what would later ensue in terms of mass
incarceration of people of color in the United States would generate a “contemporary system of racial control” (M. Alexander
2010). The criminalization of drug consumption would ultimately
serve such a purpose not only in the United States but across the
globe, a point to which I will return later.
A few years later, however, things were not quite working for
the Federal Bureau of Narcotics’ crusade. In spite of prohibition
and repressive policies, drug consumption had not decreased. The
most striking example of this was the city of Baltimore, which had

Picture 3
Harry Anslinger, first
commissioner of the US
Federal Bureau of Narcotics
Source: herbmuseum.ca

adopted every piece of legislation Anslinger proposed and yet did
not become a “drug-free paradise” (Hari 2015, 42). Commissioner
Anslinger’s explanation was that there was an evil force secretly
manipulating events. In testimony before Congress, he spoke of a
“Communist heroin” flowing from China to the United States and
of a conspiracy to form people who would “be willing to pay with
treason for their drugs” (ibid., 43). Such claims were baseless, as
evidenced by Anslinger’s own agents (ibid.; Valentine 2004, 68).
However, according to Hari:
Whatever America was afraid of—blacks, poor people, Communists—[Anslinger] showed how the only way to deal with the fear was
to deal with drugs, his way. By conjuring this Communist conspiracy
into existence in the 1950s, [Anslinger] found a way to turn his failure
into a reason to escalate the war. Drug prohibition would work—but
only if it was being done by everyone, all over the world. So he travelled to the United Nations with a set of instructions for humanity: Do
what we have done. (Hari 2015, 43)

Some countries were resistant to his rhetoric at first, but according to one of his key lieutenants, Charles Siragusa (who was
also the bureau’s main agent dispatched to Lebanon), “a casual
mention of the possibility of shutting off our foreign aid programs,
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dropped in the proper quarters, brought grudging permission for
our operations almost immediately” (King 1972, chapter 21). Hari
explains that many people were persuaded by Anslinger’s arguments because they wanted simple solutions to complicated fears:
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The public wanted to be told that these deep, complex problems—
race, inequality, geopolitics—came down to a few powders and pills,
and if these powders and pills could be wiped from the world, these
problems would disappear. It is a natural human instinct to turn our
fears into symbols, and destroy the symbols, in the hope that it will
destroy the fear. It is a logic that keeps recurring throughout human
history, from the Crusades to the witch hunts to the present day. It’s
hard to sit with a complex problem, such as the human urge to get
intoxicated, and accept that it will always be with us, and will always
cause some problems (as well as some pleasures). It is much more
appealing to be told a different message—that it can be ended. (Hari
2015, 44–45)

This is why Anslinger’s rhetoric resonated so well across the
world and reached ears far beyond the borders of America.
In the early 1920s, on the other side of the Atlantic, across the
Mediterranean Sea, a newly created country was about to become
one of the world’s most important producers of hashish and transit territories for narcotics. After Greece banned hemp cultivation,
production shifted to the arid plains of what is now northeastern
Lebanon and western Syria. Lebanese farmers in this area were
having a hard time growing anything else (the soil and weather obstruct most other forms of cultivation)—and this, added to Greece’s
hemp ban and intense demand from Egypt, led their production to
soar to an estimated sixty tons of hashish per year. Despite the fact
that this was the French Mandate period6 and the French prohibited the cultivation of hemp, the occupying authorities were not
strict in applying the ban. They feared that its enforcement would
upset local rural leaders whose support they needed, and they
were aware that even prominent Lebanese politicians—among
them Raymond Eddé7—opposed the ban on the basis that hemp
6
Lebanon was under French administration from 1920 until its
independence on November 22, 1943.
7
A prominent Lebanese politician, leader of the Lebanese National Bloc, and son of Lebanese president at the time, Émile Eddé
(whose mandate lasted from 1936 until 1941).
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how Lebanon entered Anslinger’s war on drugs. That same
year, the Lebanese government proceeded with a crop eradication campaign across the Beqaa and Hermel regions (see map 1),
which enraged farmers and large landowners and led to armed
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clashes with authorities. Lebanon’s president at the time, Camille
Chamoun, wanted to launch a military campaign in the Beqaa
Valley, but the army’s commander, General Fouad Chehab (who
would later succeed Chamoun as president), refused to order air
strikes (Marshall 2012). What followed was a pattern that the Lebanese government would repeat every year with large landowners and drug traffickers.
Torn between pressures from the United States on one side
and from big, well-connected armed traffickers on the other, succeeding governments proceeded with well-publicized campaigns
showing government officials eradicating small areas of apparent
hemp crops in collaboration with powerful drug lords. Authorities couldn’t arrest powerful drug lords and needed to show Anslinger and his agents that they were doing their job (for which
they received funding), so they aimed at the weakest link of the
chain: persons who use drugs, whom they started incarcerating by
the thousands. This is how a new category of marginalization was
born: the “drug user.” This category was so vilified by Anslinger’s
rhetoric that it became synonymous with “criminal” beginning
in the second half of the twentieth century. Suspected drug users
would be arrested, beaten, mistreated, and jailed for years without
any consideration of their physical or psychological health needs.
The situation remained this way for decades, changing only in the
late 1990s with Lebanon’s adoption of a new drug law.

Treatment as an Alternative to Prosecution
I visited Elie Aaraj at the MENAHRA8 headquarters, located in
a suburb of Beirut, on a sunny morning in October 2016. Elie is
one of the founders of MENAHRA—an association specialized
in harm reduction policies in the Middle East and North Africa—
and has been its executive director since 2007. He has been working in the field of HIV/AIDS and harm reduction since 1987, when
he founded the Lebanese organization Soins Infirmiers et Dével-

8
MENAHRA is short for the Middle East and North Africa Harm
Reduction Association, which was launched in 2007 as a collaborative initiative of the World Health Organization and Harm Reduction
International. It is the first network on harm reduction for injecting
drug users in the Middle East and North Africa, covering about twenty countries.

9
Interview with Elie Aaraj, October 2016, Sin el Fil. All quotations from Elie in this chapter derive from this interview.
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oppement Communautaire, which began with an in-home nursing program during the civil war and expanded to work on HIV/
AIDS and drug projects in subsequent years. Elie, who looks like a
young version of Santa Claus, was one of the key actors involved
in the adoption of the 1998 Drug Act in Lebanon.
He explained to me that in the mid-1990s, before the adoption
of the Drug Act, the government decided to undertake a largescale crackdown on all drug-related crimes. Its aim was to catch
everyone who had committed such crimes in violation of applicable criminal laws back then, before the statute of limitation on
these cases ran out. Indeed, many people who had committed
crimes before that period had not been prosecuted because public prosecutors were largely unable to do so as a result of unrest
during the country’s civil war (1975–1990) and the events that followed the Taif Agreement in 1990 (which put an end to that war).
Thus, the government wanted to make sure that these crimes
would be properly tried before becoming obsolete. Elie and other
health professionals saw the urgency of amending the drug law
and proceeded to form a multidisciplinary panel whose function
was to work on various drug-related issues, including proposing
amendments to the existing law. Members of the panel drafted a
memorandum of understanding related to the humanization of
the law and calling for the reinstatement of drug users into society rather than further marginalization through incarceration.
The panel thus tried to shift the discourse from one dominated
by a repressive and punitive logic à la Anslinger to one that was
more comprehensive, rational, and health oriented.
However, despite civil society’s efforts, there was another plan
in motion. “One day in October 1997, I was reading the newspaper,” Elie explained, “and I noticed that on the following day a
general parliamentary session was planned and that a new drug
law was about to be adopted by Parliament.”9 That draft law had
been pushed onto Parliament’s agenda as a result of pressure by
the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime to amend current
legislation “partially in accordance with US policies of that time
regarding its global war on drugs,” Elie added.

So I took the memorandum of understanding we had agreed on in
the multi-disciplinary panel, added a few recommendations regarding the monies collected from penalties mentioned in the law to be
redistributed equally amongst various organizations and rehab centers working in the field, and contacted friend-MPs convincing them
to lobby the speaker of the House to suspend proceedings until the
proposed draft law was amended according to our recommendations.
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It worked, and the draft law was sent back to the relevant parliamentary commission for review. Elie’s main concerns with the
bill supported by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
were that it reproduced the Anslingerian logic that was present
in the old law. For example, it provided for the installation of police posts or police representatives in rehab centers; it included
a clause inciting people—such as parents and neighbors—to denounce others who used drugs; it created an obligation for health
professionals to denounce individuals who did not finish their
treatment, even if those individuals had voluntarily submitted
themselves to that treatment; and in cases where someone was being prosecuted and asked to undergo treatment, it stated that the
person would be referred to a rehab center but that prosecution
would not be suspended. Elie and his partners lobbied the judge
appointed by Parliament to oversee the bill’s redrafting. “We realized that the punitive logic was really enshrined in the minds
of jurists,” Elie explained. “They could only conceive managing
drug addiction by resorting to repression and treating people
who use drugs under the bonus pater familias [good family father]
perspective”—a moralistic patriarchal approach for dealing with
societal issues (which also dominated Anslinger’s rhetoric) as opposed to a holistic one based on scientific and other information.
A few days before the parliamentary session to discuss the bill
proposal, Elie and his colleagues distributed a comprehensive paper with their version of the amendments to all 128 members of
Parliament. Parliament took some, but not all, of their recommendations into consideration; the United Nations Office on Drugs
and Crime and US representatives were pressuring legislators not
to proceed with further amendments to the bill and to vote for it
as it stood. And so it was: on March 16, 1998, Parliament and the
president of the republic at the time (Elias el-Hrawi) adopted Law

Anslinger’s Rhetoric Survives
Eight months after being arrested and subsequently released
on bail, Panos was standing next to me as he waited nervously
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673 on Narcotics, Psychotropic Substances and Precursors, also
known as the 1998 Drug Act.
The 1998 law adopted a new approach to acts related to the
purchase, procurement, and possession of narcotic substances,
including the possession of small amounts for personal use. Such
acts became punishable by prison terms of up to three years and
fines of up to 5 million Lebanese pounds (around US$3,333).
However, if the person using drugs turns out to be physically or
psychologically dependent on the substance (in other words, addicted), that person is assigned a special status whereby they face
prosecution only if they fail to comply with the treatment program set forth in the law (art. 127). The new law therefore consecrated the principle of “treatment as an alternative to prosecution
and punishment.”
In other words, in the case of addiction, evidence of past drug
use or possession does not constitute a sufficient reason to punish;
instead, punishment is called for only when the person in question
refuses to undergo treatment. Furthermore, the law noted that the
state is responsible for ensuring free treatment to addicted individuals and established the Counter Addiction Committee (CAC),
which includes health professionals and is headed by a judge to
oversee individuals’ treatment. In doing so, it declared that treatment is not only in the interest of the person who uses drugs but
in the interest of society at large. Treatment and the suspension of
prosecution became an option for anyone undergoing legal proceedings for drug use. Voluntary commitment was encouraged by
forbidding prosecution in such cases; and even after the issuing of
a verdict, the person concerned may submit themselves to treatment, in which case the sentence is automatically suspended or
the period of treatment is subtracted from the punishment.
In the following section, we will see how the principle of
“treatment as an alternative to prosecution and punishment” unfortunately remained just ink on paper for the next fifteen years
and how Anslinger’s rhetoric has survived to this day.
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outside the investigative judge’s office. I was a junior lawyer
then, freshly graduated from law school, and had just started
working at Nizar Saghieh’s law firm. “Do you think he’s going to force me to take a urine test?,” he asked while puffing
obsessively on his cigarette. “I won’t let him,” I answered. “I’m
requesting he suspend prosecution and transfer you to a rehab
center.” The law was clear on this. There are two components to
the drug-use offense: using or possessing drugs and refusing
to undergo treatment. If one of the components is missing (in
this case, refusal to undergo treatment), then there is no offense.
The clerk came out and told us to enter the room, which reeked
of the judge’s cigar smoke. The judge was sitting nonchalantly
behind his desk. Quickly, and without looking at either of us,
he addressed his clerk, telling him to postpone Panos’s hearing
because other defendants in the same file had not been notified
yet. “Your honor, I request suspending the prosecution against
my client and transferring him to treatment,” I interjected. The
judge responded, “If your client wants to undergo treatment, he
can go by himself.” “Your honor, the law states that—” “I know
what the law states, but there is no Counter Addiction Committee yet, and those people will never stop using drugs anyway.
Treatment will do him no good. The hearing is adjourned. Bring
a urine test with you next time!”
And just like that, I finished my first hearing as a lawyer, feeling quite powerless and not given a chance to deconstruct the
judge’s prejudices regarding people who use drugs. The judge
was right on one thing, though: the CAC had not yet been enabled. Eleven years had passed since the adoption of the Drug
Act, and the Ministry of Justice had yet to undertake all necessary
measures required to enable the CAC to function properly. As a
result, judges found themselves faced with a crisis of conscience:
denied the choice to order treatment or pursue prosecution, they
were forced to choose between refraining from prosecution without treatment or prosecuting in violation of the law.
According to a 2010 study of verdicts issued during this period, courts tended to carry out their duties as they were accustomed—that is, according to a punitive logic—even if it meant
going against the letter of the Drug Act and its principle of treatment as an alternative to prosecution (Saghieh 2011). One verdict
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mentioned by the study even found a recovered drug addict
guilty of using heroin despite testimony that the person had successfully undergone treatment at a renowned accredited rehab
center. The judge ruled that in order for the case to be closed with
no punishment, it wasn’t enough for the defendant to provide
proof of treatment—instead, the defendant had to show that such
treatment had been undertaken according to the mechanisms and
procedures stated in the law, most notably under the guidance of
the CAC (which was nonfunctional at the time). This judgment
considered that it is not the judge’s duty to study the “intent” of
the law in order to find other mechanisms in keeping with the
principle of “treatment as an alternative to prosecution and punishment,” or to compensate in any way for the administration’s
failure to activate the CAC; rather, the judge must condemn the
individuals concerned despite their willingness to undergo treatment. And this is precisely what would happen with Panos, who
despite dozens of requests for suspension of the prosecution
against him, the submission of regular clean urine tests, and the
submission of certificates from an accredited rehab center proving
that he was undergoing treatment, would eventually be indicted
by the aforementioned investigative judge for drug use. His trial
is pending to this day.
Furthermore, the punitive logic manifested itself in the fact
that prosecutions were often initiated on the basis of proof referred to as “priors.” The problem here is that reference to priors (or “previous offenses”) usually means that those offenses are
recorded with the Anti-Drug Bureau but have not been held up
in court; in fact, they may not have even resulted in an investigation. In some cases, the offense took place in the distant past (even
thirty or forty years prior), and very few charges issued refer to
the defendant’s actual criminal record (Saghieh 2011). The reality
is that the use of priors in these cases—without any legal framework for entering and saving information or regulating how long
the Anti-Drug Bureau and its branches may keep information on
record—renders any person who has been accused of using drugs
by a third party vulnerable to criminal prosecution at any time,
granting the Anti-Drug Bureau sweeping powers to initiate prosecution or present evidence.
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The survival of the punitive logic was most striking when it
came to administrative arrests10 at police stations. According to
the same study mentioned above, in more than 80% of the cases,
public prosecutors resorted to such arrests, which lasted on average six and a half days (even though the legal maximum is four
days). I witnessed this very issue in my work as a lawyer. For
example, one of our clients was Rami, a young college student
living in one of Beirut’s impoverished areas, who was arrested
one night, along with his friends, as they were cruising around in
his car. The police had found some hashish inside a small plastic
bag in Rami’s cargo shorts. Rami and his friends were taken to the
nearest police station for interrogation. The police wanted Rami
to supply them with two things: the name of his dealer(s) and a
list of everyone he knew who “smoked up.” They also asked him
to provide them with his phone’s passcode, and when he refused,
the police officers took him out of the interrogation room and into
the corridor—where there were no surveillance cameras—and
proceeded to beat him with their fists and feet, and eventually
with chairs and steel bars. Rami was then thrown back into the cell,
where he remained for more than twenty days without appearing
before a judge (an issue I will return to later); they wanted to make
sure that his bruises disappeared before he appeared in court.
Indeed, according to a 2013 study by Human Rights Watch,
torture was institutionalized inside Lebanese police stations as an
interrogation technique, particularly with people who use drugs.
Many techniques—other than the traditional “beating the hell out
of the arrestee”—were used to extract information. Three days
before sitting down to write this section, I was attending a court
hearing at the Felonies Court in Beirut, where Alya (a woman being prosecuted for drug use) was recalling how after she had been
arrested with her husband and brought to the police station, police officers forced her to hear her husband screaming out of pain
from being beaten. The officers then took her into a room where
her husband was lying on the floor in a pool of his own blood. At
this point, Alya was ready to tell the officers anything to make the
beating stop; she would even inadvertently implicate her father
10 Arrests undertaken administratively by the public prosecution
before the issuing of a pre-trial arrest warrant.

The Institutionalization of Overdose
“Il n’y a pas de médecine sans confiance, de confiance sans
confidence et de confidence sans secret.”11
—Louis Portes (1954)
Beginning in 2006, the wide-scale misinterpretation of a memo
issued by the Lebanese minister of public health12 led to an increase in the number of overdose cases. The memo, which was addressed to all hospitals in the country, required hospitals to notify
the nearest police station of any case that reaches the emergency
room in which the patient “seems to be the victim of another person’s action.” Most hospital administrations would misinterpret
this memo and read it as a call to denounce “criminals” and consequently individuals who use drugs who are admitted to the
hospital (Skoun 2011). In cases where the on-call doctor refused
to denounce the person admitted or refrained from doing so, the
police were even said to commission emergency room personnel
as their informants to denounce drug users as soon immediately
after being admitted.13
11 “There is no medicine without trust, trust without confidence,
or confidence without secrets.”
12

Lebanese Ministry of Public Health, Memo No. 55, April 1, 2006.

13

See the intervention of Antoine Zoghbi (head of the emergency
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as her alleged “dealer,” a confession extracted under torture that
she would later recant in court. Persons who use drugs were condemned as soon as they had been arrested; police officers—and, to
some extent, public prosecutors—viewed them solely as criminals
who needed to be treated with repression and punishment. One
of the most sadistic forms of torture reported by Human Rights
Watch is the use of a defendant’s withdrawal symptoms as an
interrogation technique. Indeed, we saw a similar technique being used at the beginning of this chapter, when Panos was forced
to witness one of his inmates painfully go through withdrawal
symptoms.
But there was an even more dangerous side to the survival of
Anslinger’s rhetoric—one that would lead to the death of hundreds of people in just a few years.
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To better understand the situation, I met with Sarah, a recovering-heroin-addict-turned-activist who works with drug addicts in
harm reduction programs. Sarah got caught up in drugs when she
was very young. “I was probably twelve or thirteen the first time
I tried a joint,” she told me.14 By the time she was sixteen, she was
hooked on heroin, and at nineteen she checked into rehab after being arrested and forced to go to treatment. Sarah explained to me
that the rehab center she was admitted to made her sign a pledge
not to leave the program before it ended—otherwise, they would
denounce her to the police. “I wanted to leave,” she said, because
the rehab center felt like a prison. As soon as she showed signs of
wanting to leave the program, personnel at the center called the
police, who came and escorted her to the Anti-Drug Bureau for
a “rough-up.” The head of the Anti-Drug Bureau at the time (a
guy I had the displeasure of meeting a few years ago—a Lebanese
Anslinger, if you will) interrogated Sarah. “At some point, he told
me, ‘Show your hands . . . You’re shooting up.’ Then he picked
up his ruler and hit me with it and then slapped me three times
on my face in front of my father,” she explained. Eventually, she
was forced back into the rehab center. This story seems like nothing compared to other events she had witnessed or heard about.
On one occasion, she and her friends were shooting up heroin in
a house when one of them had an overdose. Fearing an investigation and eventual arrest, the group preferred not to take the
overdosing person to the hospital and instead injected him with
salt and water, “which makes no sense in terms of harm reduction,” Sarah said, “but the kid survived. He was lucky enough,
but then everyone literally ran out of that house.” On another occasion where she wasn’t present, her friends ran away from the
house where one of them was overdosing without even resorting
to a homemade technique to reverse the overdose. The person
was left alone in the house and eventually passed away. Little did

room at the Hotel-Dieu de France hospital in Beirut) during a seminar organized by the Legal Agenda and Skoun on June 26, 2014, entitled “Institutionalized Overdose”: https://youtu.be/hBUwDHkwbrM. The seminar was attended by Ghassan Chamseddine (current
head of the Anti-Drug Bureau), who did not respond to such charges.
14 Interview with Sarah (pseudonym), November 2016, Beirut. All
quotations from Sarah in this chapter derive from this interview.

You cannot do it . . . It’s tough. So you have two choices—either you
run or you grab the person and throw them in front of an emergency
room, leave, and hope for the best; but the cops will show up, they
will probably take [the overdosing person’s] phone, probably look
into it, probably find out who [they were with], and probably arrest
everyone . . . That’s the case. I don’t understand this fixation on drug
users, honestly.

This “fixation” on users was deadly, indeed, and is where
this war’s casualties were most striking. It was yet another consequence of the punitive rhetoric that was so internalized by society that even health professionals stopped seeing drug users as
patients in need of care and rather as criminals in need of redress.
So they went on violating their own Code of Medical Ethics17 and
15 See the intervention of Ghassan Chamseddine (current head
of the Anti-Drug Bureau) during the aforementioned seminar organized by the Legal Agenda and Skoun on June 26, 2014: https://youtu.
be/qDeiXMK-67c.
16 See the intervention of Nadya Mikdashi (executive director of
Skoun) during the aforementioned seminar organized by the Legal
Agenda and Skoun on June 26, 2014: https://youtu.be/w0aAX5cyO10.
17 See Lebanese Code of Medical Ethics, art. 7 (regarding professional secrecy). It is worth mentioning that prior to 2012, the law
allowed doctors to inform state authorities about cases of drug and
alcohol addiction where the person in question refused to undergo
treatment. However, Parliament abolished that clause in 2012 in an effort to protect professional secrecy and the doctor-patient relationship.
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they know at the time that his mother had naloxone in her medicine cabinet (a medicine used to reverse an overdose); she knew
that her son was a heavy drug addict and felt powerless to help
him stop, so she opted to prepare herself for the worst. The worst
had come, but she wasn’t there.
Although there are countless stories like these, the Anti-Drug
Bureau’s official figures show fewer than twenty overdose cases
in the past ten years15— in other words, only one or two cases per
year. That figure is strongly disputed by Skoun, a Lebanese addiction center, which conducted more than 300 interviews with
individuals who use drugs. Half of the people interviewed admitted to having overdosed an average of three times and said that
they had refrained from going to the hospital out of fear of being
reported to the police.16 “You cannot take someone to the hospital
when you are under the influence of drugs,” Sarah told me.

even the Lebanese Criminal Code18 to contribute to the state’s war
on drugs. The principles of the right to life and of “treatment as
an alternative to prosecution and punishment” were completely
forgotten in the face of the imperatives of this war.19 However, this
situation would change when persons who use drugs and activists decided to fight back.

Fighting Back
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Several years ago, during my final year at law school, I started
working as a part-time junior researcher and paralegal at the law
firm of Nizar Saghieh (who would later become my registered
mentor lawyer at the Beirut Bar Association during my training
years as a lawyer). One day, Nizar took me to a day-long roundtable at a hotel in downtown Beirut. Present at the meeting were
representatives of civil society associations, rehab centers, and
government agencies; psychiatrists; anthropologists; lawyers;
and young judges. The impressive multidisciplinary meeting was
the first of a series to discuss and draft a bill to amend the 1998
Drug Act. It was also when I had my first encounter with Skoun,
the organizer of that meeting, a Lebanese addiction center whose
aim is to provide persons who use drugs with a caring environment of treatment and counseling and to advocate for progressive
drug policy reform. The series of roundtable sessions eventually
produced a progressive draft law signed by a coalition of almost
all Lebanese associations working in the field. It was also the first
collaboration between Skoun and our law firm—one that would
last to this day and develop into a more comprehensive approach
to reactivate the dormant principle of “treatment as an alternative to prosecution and punishment” and, more generally, to fight
against the punitive rhetoric dominating public discourse and judicial decisions.
In parallel to the meetings consecrated to amend the Drug Act,
Skoun collaborated with the Legal Agenda (a nongovernmental

18 See Lebanese Penal Code, art. 579 (penalizing the unlawful divulgation of any form of secret information acquired during the exercise of a profession).
19 For an in-depth legal analysis of the matter, see Nammour
(2014).

20 See Single-Judge Criminal Court of Batroun, ruling of March 8,
2011, issued by Munir Sleiman.
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organization that addresses issues of legal activism, reform, and
transformation in the context of social and political change in the
Arab world, and of which I have been a part since 2010) to organize
roundtables with judges from various regions of the country in order to establish a referral system between judges and rehab centers
and therefore fill the void generated by the absence of the CAC
mentioned earlier. The meetings also aimed to introduce the concept of addiction to young judges and to deconstruct preconceived
ideas they may have had regarding people who use drugs. This
resulted in a new wave within the judiciary that—even if it did
not completely remedy the problem of the missing CAC—drew
on legal tools under criminal law to encourage persons who use
drugs to undergo treatment. Such tools included reducing sentences upon the concerned person’s pledge to undergo treatment,
as well as releasing the defendant before their trial was complete
and then deferring the trial from session to session while asking
the defendant to submit urine tests proving that they had quit
using drugs. Other judges went on to encourage defendants to
seek treatment after verifying their desire to do so at a center of
their choice or upon the judge’s request.20 However, these proved
to be rare occurrences given the scarcity of affordable treatment
opportunities—and in no case did a judge go so far as to replace
the CAC in its role of overseeing treatment programs or to exonerate defendants who submitted themselves to treatment. In other
words, and in reference to what I mentioned earlier, judges were
still issuing decisions condemning individuals who use drugs.
Even if these decisions sometimes lacked prison sentences and
sometimes were without a penalty, they were still being issued in
spite of the absence of one of the crime’s components (i.e., refusing to undergo treatment) and therefore were registered on these
individuals’ criminal records, with all that this entails in terms of
obstructing future job opportunities, education, and travel.
It was therefore of paramount importance to resort to a more
action-oriented strategy. This is when we came up with the idea
of drafting a comprehensive model defense that explains in a
very pedagogical manner what it means to be an addict and why
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people who use drugs should not be considered criminals, and to
then use that model to undertake strategic litigation before different judges across the country in order to generate horizontal precedents consecrating the principle of “treatment as an alternative
to prosecution and punishment” and to call on judges to replace
the inactive CAC and play its functions.
We proceeded to organize various seminars to which we invited judges and lawyers, and we also published and distributed
the model in order to make it accessible to the public at large.
Progress was apprehensive at the beginning. Judges couldn’t see
themselves replacing the CAC and exonerating defendants who
had completed a treatment program. However, some of them
did modify their approach to drug-related cases. Judge Nazek elKhatib from Tripoli, for example, developed a direct relationship
with the Skoun addiction center, referring defendants there after
having them sign what she called a “trust agreement” that morally incited them to complete a treatment program; but she eventually resorted only to suspending their sentences without going
so far as exonerating the defendants. The only judge on record to
do so was Judge Mounir Sleiman, who, for the first time in Lebanon’s judiciary, not only replaced the CAC and therefore oversaw a defendant’s treatment but also issued a landmark decision
on May 7, 2012, in which he exonerated the defendant who had
completed a treatment program. Unfortunately, no other judges
followed in his footsteps.
That was all about to change in 2013, when after tireless lobbying before the Ministry of Justice, we successfully encouraged the
ministry to accredit a governmental hospital to offer treatment to
drug users, therefore enabling the dormant CAC. It is worth mentioning, though, that the ministry’s decision was partially motivated by the fact that a few days earlier, two dozen or so students
from an upper-middle-class background had been arrested for
drug possession and use. But it wasn’t until October 3 of that year
that the first court decision suspending prosecution and transferring a defendant to the CAC was issued.
That case goes back to the day Mike, who was a drug addict,
visited me in my office a year earlier. He was being prosecuted for
using heroin and was already undergoing treatment at Skoun and
doing pretty well. We decided to use the freshly drafted model

21 Lebanese Supreme Court, 3rd Criminal Chamber, Decision No.
260/2013, October 3, 2013.
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defense for the first time. The court of first instance in Beirut rejected our claim, and we appealed the decision, but our claim was
rejected by the court of appeals. We finally resorted to the Supreme Court, which issued a groundbreaking ruling on October
3, 2013, stipulating that a judge examining a drug user’s case must
suspend all legal proceedings as soon as the defendant commits
to treatment, adding that “the judge has no discretionary power
in this area.”21 In the wake of this ruling, the year 2014 witnessed
what appeared to be a domino effect, as several similar rulings
were issued across the judiciary.
Our success in the courts motivated us to tackle the institutionalization of overdose. My colleagues at Skoun and I visited
the general director of the Ministry of Public Health to ask him to
issue another—more specific—memo to adjust the damage that
had been generated by hospitals’ misinterpretation of the 2006
memo. He was very receptive at first, but pursuant to the minister’s request, he referred us to the new minister of justice for his
opinion and approval.
To our misfortune, the newly appointed minister of justice
happened to be a former police officer and former head of the Internal Security Forces (the hierarchical superior of the Anti-Drug
Bureau). Needless to say, his advisors had a different vision of the
issue; they would have made commissioner Anslinger very proud.
They strongly believed that hospitals must denounce all admitted
persons who use drugs. We thus decided to halt our lobbying efforts before that minister. Nevertheless, the discourse in society,
in the media, and within the judiciary had shifted; the association
between “criminal” and “drug user” had started to disappear,
and, to our surprise, the general director of the Ministry of Public
Health stopped waiting for the minister of justice’s opinion and
issued a memo on March 22, 2016, specifically instructing hospitals not to denounce cases of drug addiction or overdose to police
stations, further stating that health professionals and hospitals in
general have an obligation to treat drug addicts as “patients who
have the right to receive medical care without discrimination and

stigmatization, and are entitled to have their privacy respected, in
accordance with the Code of Medical Ethics.”22
Such advancements in the judiciary and public administration
succeeded in chipping away at the country’s punitive rhetoric toward drug use—but as we will see in the next section, some of
this rhetoric managed to survive. In fact, something was still not
working; three years after the enablement of the CAC, only 2% of
drug addiction cases had been referred to it.
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The Disillusionment of the Incentive
“From the very first puff, you make peace with the whole world . . .
Listen, hold it inside and let it roll-in, hopefully it will last inside
the head and make all worries disappear faster than any treatment
. . . Verdicts are for small ones, don’t worry,
you’re walking in Lebanon, many here are like you . . . You’re not
seeing clearly, better keep it blurry.”
—Lyrics from the 2010 rap song “Tayreen” (“Flying”),
by Edd Abbas, Doc-T, and Moe
I believe that Edd Abbas’ lyrics above (which I have roughly
translated from Arabic) accurately convey the pleasures of getting
intoxicated in a country with little sustainable prospects for youth
and where the weakest links of the drug chain (in other words,
users, possessors, and small dealers) are the ones mainly targeted
through prosecution. Indeed, according to official statistics from
the Anti-Drug Bureau, an average of 3,000 people each year are
arrested in Lebanon for drug use—that is almost one-thousandth
the entire Lebanese population. Yet according to the Civil Observatory for an Independent and Transparent Judiciary at the Legal
Agenda,23 only around 2% of drug addiction cases have been referred to the CAC since it was enabled at the beginning of 2013.
The staggering difference between the number of people prosecuted for drug use and those referred to the CAC raises several
questions about the application of the principle of “treatment as

22 Lebanese Ministry of Public Health, Memo No. 46, March 22,
2016.
23 For a more comprehensive look at this issue, see Nammour
(2015).
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an alternative to prosecution and punishment” and its effectiveness as an incentive for fighting drug addiction.
The parents of Rami, the college student who was tortured by
police and detained for more than twenty days, reached out to us
to represent him. We were unable to secure his release from the
police station at first, as neither the police nor the public prosecutor were compliant in that regard. Once we were able to finally
release him after tireless pressures on the Mount Lebanon Public
Prosecutor’s Office, his bruises had disappeared and it was too
late to file a torture complaint (in fact, there are no effective mechanisms in Lebanon to report torture perpetrated by state actors).
Nevertheless, we used the model defense that we had drafted and
asked that prosecution be suspended and Rami referred to the
CAC. The process was going well and the new judge on the case
was receptive to our arguments; however, Rami had disappeared
in the meantime. After several tries, I was able to get in touch with
his father, who informed me that Rami had packed his bags and
fled to Europe. He couldn’t care less about the repercussions
and even less about treatment and how it was an alternative to
prosecution and punishment.
Rami, like many other persons prosecuted for drug use, felt
that he had already served his sentence, so what was the point of
going to the CAC? The practice of systematically arresting drug
users during preliminary investigations (in 90% of cases) (Saghieh
2011) was destroying all incentives to go to treatment. This makes
sense when you consider the fact that judges generally issue rulings
with prison time limited to time already served by the defendant
(ibid.). As for the incentive of keeping their criminal record clean if
they undergo treatment, it is worth noting that many defendants
are repeat offenders and do not have that option to begin with.
Other stories include that of Charles, an aspiring singer who
was successfully referred to the CAC and later to an accredited
psychiatrist. The psychiatrist was unlawfully requesting US$100
each time Charles visited him pursuant to the treatment program
he was forced to follow, knowing that such programs should hypothetically be covered by the state according to the law. Eventually, Charles couldn’t afford the weekly sum requested by the doctor and had to drop out of the program. And there is Omar, who
was also successfully referred to the CAC but after many months
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Picture 4
Cover photo of Edd Abbas,
Doc-T, and Moe’s track
“Tayreen” on soundcloud.com
Source: Edd Abbas

was still unable to start the program given that it included a mandatory visit to a governmental hospital outside of Beirut, with
many military checkpoints on the road leading to it. Omar is an
undocumented Palestinian-Syrian refugee in Lebanon, and going
to the hospital meant taking a huge risk in terms of being arrested
at a checkpoint and sent to prison. Talk about intersectionality!
Indeed, referral to the CAC entails attending additional hearings before it, going for regular medical examinations, and often
submitting to physical and psychological detoxification procedures that deprive referred persons of their freedom. In reality,
their choice comes down to one between not undergoing treatment and paying a fine or undergoing a costly and lengthy treatment. It feels like punishment in both cases.
At some point during all of this, I started feeling that referral to
the CAC was a masquerade. The law’s tools were still not enough
to cope with other aspects of addiction. This becomes particularly
relevant when you look at professor Bruce Alexander’s24 interesting observations on Canada’s successful heroin blockade a few
decades ago.
During the 1970s, Canadian authorities managed to blockade
the Vancouver port to prevent heroin from entering. Nevertheless, heroin addicts were not going through withdrawal or disappearing from the streets—they were carrying on exactly as before,
24 Canadian psychologist and professor emeritus from Vancouver,
famous for his Rat Park experiments related to drug addiction.

buying what they thought was heroin and adding some alcohol or
Valium to their consumption. It didn’t matter whether they were
effectively getting high, as this was how they bonded and is what
gave meaning to their lives (Hari 2015). Professor Alexander believed that

When you take note of all of this, you start wondering, How
do we go from here?

The Epitaph of Prohibition
Saada, the young daughter of the hemp farmer from the beginning of this chapter, is now an award-winning investigative reporter who recently worked for the Lebanese Assafir newspaper.
A single mother of two and a great cook, she allowed me to interview her in her house in a busy middle-class suburb of Beirut
on a Wednesday morning. Saada opened the door and immediately led me to her kitchen, where she was preparing breakfast
for her children and me—all from products she grew herself. She
is the sort of person who is capable of giving you a detailed and
complex analysis of the internal gang dynamics in northeastern
Lebanon while simultaneously reviewing her kids’ homework
and preparing a panoply of traditional breakfast dishes. After a
succulent meal, we sat down in her living room, and she began
recounting her story.
Saada left Hermel twenty-six years ago. “We used to spend
our summers in Hermel’s djurd, where hemp was cultivated and
then produced to become hashish . . . We also grew potatoes,
beans, tomatoes, and wheat for our own consumption,” she explained, adding that the cold weather and the type of land there
were quite hostile to the production of these latter crops in quantities large enough to be manufactured and sold at the market.
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today’s flood of addiction is occurring because our hyper-individualistic, hypercompetitive, frantic, crisis-ridden society makes most
people feel social and culturally isolated. Chronic isolation causes
people to look for relief. They find temporary relief in addiction to
drugs or any of a thousand other habits and pursuits because addiction allows them to escape from their feelings, to deaden their senses,
and to experience an addictive lifestyle as a substitute for a full life. (B.
Alexander 2010)

Hemp is the only plant that grows efficiently there, and it grows
in large amounts.
We knew that hemp financed our education. There was this guy from
a prominent Lebanese family who used to come over every year to
buy hashish by the ho’a.25 His yearly visit was synonymous—to my
sisters and I—with being able to buy new shoes, new books, go to
the doctor, etcetera. He used to buy the ho’a at 500 Lebanese pounds
[about US$530 today after accounting for inflation]. This was a huge
amount for us.

Karim Nammour

238

According to scholar Jonathan Marshall (2012), hemp plants
occupied 80% of all farmlands in northeastern Lebanon by late
1981 and accounted for almost one-third of the country’s export
income.
The Hermel and djurd regions have traditionally been neglected by the central government, according to Saada. She recounted:
We didn’t have heavy machinery and resorted to bulls and donkeys
instead to plow and cultivate the land. Roads were not, and to some
extent are still not, asphalted there . . . Farmers don’t have the skills to
sell the few other products they poorly grow. So when it comes down
to it, when you sell a few ho’as of hashish, you can cover yourself and
your family for the following year.

When I asked her about law enforcement authorities’ crackdowns on farmers, Saada explained that “sometimes when police and undercover officers there find land cultivated with hemp,
they inquire about its owner and contact them. If they don’t adjust
their situation with the officers [pay them off], they become a target.” She added that “there are more than 35,000 arrest warrants
today for that region alone.”
In fact, there has been a well-established theatrical nature to
crop eradication since the beginning of the war on drugs in Lebanon. Crop destruction was confined to the smaller plots of poor
farmers, whereas big land owners with political ties were almost
never targeted (Marshall 2012). A British report from 1945 noted
how “it is the poor laborer working for the big landowner who
gets punished as he is always put forward as the grower and his

25 Ho’a is a measuring unit in the jargon of the hashish business. It
is equivalent to 1.1 kilos.

employer escapes.”26 Furthermore, it is worth noting that statesponsored crop substitution plans for small farmers have all
failed to date.
The situation took a drastic turn in the mid-1970s, when production shifted from hashish to heroin. As Marshall explains, this
shift was due to the fact that “a grower could sell a kilo of opium
for hundreds of dollars, several times more than an equivalent
load of cannabis would bring. [In fact, thanks] to high value per
unit of weight and volume, smugglers could maximize profits
and minimize risks by carrying small, easily concealed quantities of heroin” (Marshall 2012, 77). This is the most dangerous
consequence of prohibition: hard-core drugs proliferate because
they are more easily transportable. Put another way, the iron
law of prohibition is the strongest possible kick in the smallest possible space (Hari 2015, 268). This iron law is the root cause behind
the increase in cases of heavy drug addiction and in overdose
cases, since products on the market are not being controlled. An
interesting parallel can be drawn with alcohol prohibition in the
United States at the beginning of the last century: before alcohol prohibition, beer was the most popular drink in the United
States, but as soon as prohibition was introduced, hard liquor
26 “Hashish Campaign – 1944,” confidential report by Col. Patrick
Coghill, chief of the British Security Mission, Syria and Lebanon, to
Sir Thomas Russell Pasha, attachment to George Wadsworth, American Minister, Beirut, cable to Secretary of State, May 1, 1945, box 160,
FBN records, cited in Marshall (2012).
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sales soared and outbreaks of mass alcohol poisoning across the
country ensued (ibid.).
Let us recap. So far, prohibition has caused a serious proliferation of harder, uncontrolled drugs on the market, with a consequential increase in overdose cases due to both the quality of the
products sold and the lurking fear of arrest among drug users. It
has also led to stigma against and the marginalization of persons
who use drugs, who have low prospects in terms of employment,
education, and travel due to their criminal records. Moreover, it
has led to the further impoverishment of farmers who grow hemp
plants and have no sustainable alternative. Meanwhile, prohibition has not helped decrease drug use or addiction. We saw what
happens when prohibition and addiction are combined—Sarah’s
friend, for instance, was left to die alone from an overdose. In fact,
prohibition has proven to be the antidote to sobriety because it
doesn’t understand the nature of addiction to begin with.
Furthermore, drug prohibition in Lebanon has contributed
directly to the manufacturing of systematic inequality on several
grounds. First, it targets only certain types of drugs, with neither
a scientific nor a criminological rationale behind it. Why would
hashish or marijuana (a mild drug) be criminalized, when other
drugs such as alcohol and nicotine are not, in spite of their proven
lethal toxicity? Why would cannabis be classified under drug list
number 1 (i.e., very dangerous drugs with no medicinal value),
whereas cocaine is classified under list number 2 (i.e., very dangerous drugs with medicinal value)? Such criminalization and classification offer insight into the twisted logic behind prohibition.
Second, far from the romanticized media coverage that big
drug dealers receive for the lives they lead and for their position
as gang chiefs with exposed weapons who are seldom—if ever—
arrested by the state, the treatment for the weakest links of the
drug chain (farmers, small dealers, and drug users) is quite different. These individuals do not get portrayed as “cool marginals”
living outside the state’s reach but rather as petty criminals who
need to be incarcerated or as sick people, victims, or people with
weak willpower.

***
As I reflect on all of this, I am sitting in a café next to the courthouse in the town of Zahle (the capital city of the Beqaa district)
overlooking the snow-covered Mount Lebanon, waiting for my
turn at the local investigative judge’s office. I am representing a
recovering heroin addict in yet another court case. I believe that
the substance you are hooked on becomes the thing you connect
with to fight dislocation and loneliness—it is another form of a
relationship, if you may. I know this because I was hooked on

27 The Shi’as belong to one of the main two branches of Islam, the
other being Sunni Muslims.
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Third, it is important to note that farmers in the Hermel region
are mostly Shi’as.27 Authorities’ systematic crackdowns on their
lands and production of hashish exacerbates their historic marginalization in the region. Indeed, 35,000 arrest warrants! That’s
thousands of people with already very limited resources, very
limited transportation means, and very limited access to proper
education, work, and health care. This situation encourages their
dwelling in a state of informality in order survive. Parallels may
be drawn here with the conclusions reached in The New Jim Crow
(M. Alexander 2010), especially when one factors in the systematic
large-scale targeting suffered by this religious community in the
political, cultural, and socioeconomic realms during the modern
history of the region that is part of Lebanon today (Salibi 2017).
Finally, with regard to small dealers and drug users, poverty
is a constant that may explain their systematic and mass incarceration. Official statistics do not offer clear insight into the backgrounds of those getting arrested, but my experience with these
cases is that these individuals generally come from socially and
economically disadvantaged backgrounds. Sure, some rich kid
will be caught and arrested every now and then, but the fact of
the matter is that poverty keeps popping up again and again in
these cases. Here, too, parallels can be drawn with the conclusions
reached in The New Jim Crow (M. Alexander 2010), where poverty
is the main driving force behind marginalization and the institutionalization of inequality.
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nicotine for ten years. I used to smoke more than a pack and a
half per day. I tried to quit many times and failed. Nothing really worked—not the nicotine patches, not e-cigarettes, not yoga,
and not writing about it. Nothing. When I decided to force things
a little bit and effectively cut all ties with my addiction, I went
through a full-scale authentic breakup. In fact, I never felt as alone
as when I quit smoking. So to compensate, I avoided staying at
home and saw friends and family members on a daily basis. Hari
has it right when he writes that “the opposite of addiction isn’t
sobriety. It’s connection” (Hari 2015, 293). To effectively deal with
addiction, we must first deal with the socioeconomic factors that
encourage it and reflect on professor Alexander’s wise words I
quoted earlier, and certainly avoid adopting policies that contribute directly to what causes addiction in the first place.
I believe that it is time to put an end to this century-long war
on drugs. The state ought to build a system that nestles persons
who use drugs instead of stigmatizing them. Their sacred right
to life should mean that they have access to free addiction centers, free counseling, free medical care, and even safe shooting
rooms if necessary (see Maguder 2013). This approach has been
successfully adopted, for instance, by Portugal, which decided to
decriminalize drug use after a rapidly rising drug problem in the
1990s (principally, but not exclusively, involving heroin use). This
decision was driven not by the perception that drug abuse was an
insignificant problem but rather by the view that it was a highly significant one and that criminalization was exacerbating the
problem. In 2000, the Portuguese Parliament enacted a law to this
effect, and since then, drug usage in many categories has actually decreased and lifetime prevalence rates (which measure how
many people have consumed a particular drug over the course of
their lifetime) have also decreased for various age groups. Even
the level of drug trafficking, as measured by the numbers of those
convicted of that offense, has steadily declined since (Greenwald
2009). According to Glenn Greenwald, “by freeing its citizens
from the fear of prosecution and imprisonment for drug usage,
Portugal has dramatically improved its ability to encourage drug
addicts to avail themselves of treatment” (ibid.).
Adopting similar policies may not be so out of reach in Lebanon. After many years of lobbying and activism, something in the

Picture 6
View from Zahle, with snow-covered Mount Lebanon in the background,
taken while waiting for one of my clients’ court hearings
Photo: Karim Nammour

public discourse and societal consciousness has started to change.
Media coverage on drug use focuses more on treatment than on
repression; a bill is already waiting in Parliament to be adopted;
and some politicians have even been calling for the legalization of
hemp cultivation (“Lebanon Agriculture Minister Urges Cannabis
Cultivation for Export” 2014). Furthermore, the Global Commission on Drug Policy (which includes former United Nations secretary-general Kofi Annan and former presidents of Brazil, Colombia, and Mexico) recently recommended that countries end civil
and criminal penalties for drug use and possession. It did this in
a report criticizing the United Nations’ lackluster effort to combat
drug abuse and highlighting effective decriminalization policies,
such as those in Portugal (Holpuch 2016). With a bit more courage, Lebanon could also start loving its residents who use drugs
by adopting similar measures. The sooner the better, because the
death toll keeps on rising as long as prohibition lives.

Throughout the writing process, I kept going back to Lebanese
trumpeter Ibrahim Maalouf’s wonderful musical piece entitled
“Hashish,” available at https://youtu.be/iaQw-yXmN68
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