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Chapter Fourteen

“Herb Is for the Healing
of the Nation!”

Marijuana as a Consumable Vegetable among Ghetto
Muslim Youth of Maamobi in Accra, Ghana

De-Valera N. Y. M. Botchway and Charles Prempeh

The consumption and use of marijuana (Cannabis sativa) are as ancient as
the origin of humankind. The making of it as part of the human diet, as
medicine, as an industrial and recreational substance, and as a religious ob-
ject stems from antiquity. Yet, despite its significance over millennia, the
vegetable is a subject of controversy in the discourses of scholars, legal
experts, and the general public today.

Negative testimonies about its inhalation or ingestion or topical applica-
tion have increased calls from anti-marijuana campaigners for it to be crimi-
nalized. They produce “data” and different reasons to discredit its usage in
whatever context. Pro-marijuana people have endeavored to prove it is harm-
less. Some writers, such as Grinspoon and Bakalar! and Zimmer and Mor-
gan,? deem it a plant with beneficial chemical and nutritional assets and want
it decriminalized. Conversely, detractors such as Nahas and Laltou_r3 and
Walters# think otherwise. In Ghana, many persons, reflecting popular knowl-
edge installed by the police that marijuana is often found on hardcore crimi-
nals, identify marijuana with social misdemeanour and violence. Neverthe-
less, the herb enjoys widespread cultivation, production, consumption, and
use globally.’ In 2012, about 227 million people were estimated to have used
cannabis, corresponding to between 2.7 and 4.9 percent of the population
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aged fifteen to sixty-four years.® The vagueness about the perceived harm or
benefits of marijuana has largely resulted in a universal criminalization of it
by governments, even though the United States, United Kingdom, and some
few countries have taken steps to declassify it as a Class A drug and accepted
it in their pharmacopoeia, and prescriptions of it for therapeutic purposes are
limited to special physicians or psychiatrists. Holland and Canada permits its
use for specific medicinal and recreational purposes.

[n Ghana, the cultivation, possession, use, or sale of marijuana is a felony.
The Provisional National Defence Council (PNDC) Law 236 and the Narcot-
ic Drug Law (1990) state, “No person should undertake any activity for the
purpose of establishing or promoting any enterprise relating to narcotic
drugs.” Marijuana is considered a narcotic; hence, using marijuana, which in
the legal lexicon refers to all parts of the herb (seeds, resin, every compound,
manufacture, salt, derivative, mixture, or preparation of the plant),” for any
purpose, is illegal under Ghana’s laws. It is ironic, though, that Ghana’s
market imports marijuana-derived items such as hair creams, fabrics, and
ropes.

Despite Ghana’s legal position, the cultivation of marijuana for a domes-
tic market and export is a major business for a number of farmers in the least
accessible areas of Ghana’s forest.® The tropical climatic conditions of the
countryside favor its growth. It is eaten, smoked, infused in water and drunk
as bitters, and mixed with local gin and drunk as a beverage,® and its con-
sumption is trans age, trans gender, trans social class, and trans locality in
Ghana. Many secondary school and university students patronize it. ! Daniel
Akwasi Amankwah of the Narcotics Control Board disclosed on national
media in October 2014 that, in terms of marijuana consumption, Ghana tops
the list in Africa and places third in the world.

In Maamobi, a suburb in Accra, Ghana’s capital, the consumption of
marijuana, which has acquired currency among many of the youth, especially
in established “ghettos”—special places where marijuana is sold and con-
sumed—goes back to the 1950s. Maamobi has a large Muslim community,
and many of the youth (male and female) who consume marijuana profess
Islam. Information we obtained from the police stations of Maamobi and the
adjoining community of Nima indicated that many of the youth who were
prosecuted for consuming marijuana claimed to be Muslims. Marijuana is
illegal in Ghana; it is also considered saram by many leaders in Ghana’s
ummah (Islamic community). So what sociocultural structural forces in the
history of marijuana use in Maamobi and Ghana predispose some Muslim
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youth to consume marijuana? How do they rationalize their consumption of
the herb and conceptualize its effects on their lives?

PROFILE OF THE MAAMOBI COMMUNITY

The Maamobi land originally belonged to the Ga ethnic group of Accra.
However, it has largely become a migrant community that evolved from the
settling of early Fulani and Hausa traders in the urbanized space of Accra in
the 1940s. Hence only a few Ga people live there today. Ex-servicemen of
the British West African Frontier Force, mainly Muslims from northern Gha-
na, and Hausa soldiers from Nigeria and other Anglophone West African
countries also settled there after World War I1. By the mid-1960s the com-
munity was multiethnic in character. Different West African ethnicities live
there today. The early settlers were mostly Muslim, so Islam is dominant in
the region. The majority of the population share the commonwealth of the
faith. Hausa, which was largely used by the early Muslim traders and mis-
sionaries to propagate Islam, is the lingua franca of that multiethnic commu-
nity. This migrant community, encased in the pressures of urbanization in
Accra, suffers from the problems of overcrowding, squalor, and paucity of
social amenities. Many children are thus exposed to different economic ac-
tivities to make a livelihood for self and family. Some work alongside
schooling. The advent of Sakawa (online cyber scam) has induced some of
the youth to discontinue schooling and go into the practice with the hope of
making quick money to meet different needs.

The ghetto has been one space where a lifestyle of friendship and sharing,
revolving around a common cult(ure) of marijuana use, persists. This charac-
ter attracts many of the youth whose poor backgrounds are unable to give
them a sense of social security to go to the ghetto in search of comradeship
and social security among the ghetto commune of marijuana users who expe-
rience the herb as a euphoric and crucial mystical sacrament capable of
enlightenment and alleviating sufferings from the reality of social insecurity,
alienation, and poverty.

HISTORY OF MARIJUANA USE IN GHANA

Marijuana is commonly known as wee in Ghana, but some people also refer
to it as gamja, tampe/ntampi, sundu, obonsam tawa, apopo, taba, and wee
bitters. Oral tradition avers that it was used as a psychotropic substance or
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depressant or stimulant because of indigenous knowledge about its chemical
properties in the precolonial era.!' Some indigenous ritual specialists must
have chewed marijuana leaves and/or other more potent hallucinatory leaves
before they initiated themselves into the psychic realm and trances. Many
priests and priestesses of popular indigenous shrines and mystery cults in
Ghana still use some hallucinatory substances to alter or heighten their state
of consciousness during initiation rites and incantations.'2 Some indigenous
warriors also used hallucinogens from the vegetable world to remove fear
and give them psychological strength for the rigors of fighting. Among the
Akan this practice was expressed as Ye ko noa asa (“We are going to cook
war”). This secret activity was usually done in the thickest forest.'3> Some
traditional priests and priestesses and herbalists still use marijuana for rituals
and explore its properties for medicinal purposes. !4

Next to the view of local traditions that the herb is indigenous to Ghana is
the opinion that ex-servicemen who returned from India and Burma after
World War I1 were responsible for the prevalence of the plant in postcolonial
Ghana. Even though an ex-serviceman in Maamobi, who pleaded anonymity,
stated that some ex-servicemen brought marijuana to Ghana, Yussif Iddris
Konate, an imam of Accra and the chief imam of Maamobi, argued that the
ex-servicemen were not known for smoking marijuana, although they did
smoke tobacco that the colonial administrators supplied to them. Two of the
earliest settlers and assemblymen of the Maamobi community, Alhaji Haruna
Bukari Dabre and Abdul Godwin Baba Ali, corroborated the imam’s infor-
mation. Vincent Adjei, a World War II veteran, did not accept or deny the
allegation that veterans brought the herb back and used it in the country.
Cautioning that the possibility should not be overruled, nor the allegation
generalized, he opined that the bravery of some of the ex-servicemen, which,
it was alleged, was induced by their use of marijuana, gave currency to the
claim that they brought marijuana into the country.!S The Krio from Sierra
Leone who worked as stevedores along West Africa’s coast may have also
introduced cannabis to the country during the colonial period. !¢ Marijuana’s
medicinal and nonmedicinal value was popular in Sierra Leone, and in the
1930s some Sierra Leoneans began to explore a market for cannabis within
British West Africa. They capitalized on Freetown’s importance as a major
port, the presence of Sierra Leonean sailors on steamships, and a Sierra
Leonean diaspora in port towns in West Africa, where many worked as
stevedores, and spread cannabis in other West African countries, including
Ghana.!7 Despite this multivocality about the genesis of marijuana in Ghana,
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the colonial regime’s law classified its cultivation, use, and possession as
criminal.!® The steady flux of governments that have come and gone have
never up to this date legalized the herb. Despite the law, marijuana’s popular-
ity soared in the late 1950s because “[w]ith the decline in world market price
for cocoa from 1958, cocoa farmers may have been encouraged to diversify
into cannabis cultivation”!? to satisfy an existing local clientele, which in-
cluded some Muslim youth in Maamobi.

THE BACKGROUND OF SMOKING
MARIJUANA IN MAAMOBI

The consumption of marijuana, especially smoking, in Maamobi became
noticeable in the 1950s. Imam Yussif Iddris Konate of Maamobi avers that
Krio stevedores who occasionally worked at the Light House Port in Accra
introduced marijuana smoking to the community through the youth. The
early consignments were allegedly sourced from Congo, so marijuana be-
came popularly known as “Congo tobacco” in Maamobi in the early days.20
America House, a unit in the community, became a popular ghetto. Apart
from America House, the area of Avenor also supplied marijuana to users in
Maamobi. The early “pushers” (sellers) in the ghetto then included Mahma
Issaka, Awolah, Medicine, and Mamare. They obtained marijuana from dif-
ferent parts of Ghana for sale in Maamobi. The prevalence of social vices and
criminal activities such as armed robbery came to be associated with smokers
of marijuana.2! It was alleged that robbers were involved in the sale of
marijuana and the glamorization of smoking it among the youth. Armed
robbery, accompanied by the Hausa expression Kawokudi (“Bring money™),
was so rife that this scenario gave a section of the community the name
Kawokudi. Consequently, Maamobi became a major target of the country’s
security agencies when the Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC), a
military government that claimed that it wanted to rid the country of crime
and corruption, came to power in 1979. This focus on Maamobi by the police
and soldiers contributed to the collapse of America House. Barracks and later
Four Junction emerged as major alternative ghettos. They are still popular
and major ghettos that different consumers, including some Muslim youth,
frequent. In the view of these Muslims, their ghetto marijuana smoking
cult(ure) is spiritually, psychologically, and socially functional to their exis-
tence in an economically hard and squalid space like Maamobi, and not at
variance or illegal or to be deemed un-Islamic.
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MARIJUANA CONSUMPTION IN EARLY ISLAM AND VIEWS OF
THE SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT ABOUT IT IN ISLAM

The legality or illegality of marijuana has been debated in the post-Mu-
hammed era of Islam for centuries. The contention basically evolves from the
multiple definitions of khamr. No particular definition is sacrosanct, because
it is the Qur’an that is infallible and not the interpreters.22 The definition of
khamr can be contextualized in a specific geocultural milieu and time and it
is difficult to wholly apply it to all Muslim communities, because in some
areas in Africa staple foods contain some traces of intoxicants. For example,
Muslims of the Savanna belt of West Africa continue to take fermented
millet, corn, and sorghum without deeming them un-Islamic.

The consumption of marijuana found some currency in the culture of the
Muslim world in the ninth century. Muslims from the Arabian world con-
tacted marijuana-consuming societies in places such as Syria, Persia, and
parts of Asia Minor through jihads after the Prophet’s demise. The Islamic
culture assimilated some of the eating norms, including marijuana consump-
tion, of these places. Furthermore, the translations of Greek literature on
medicine into Arabic by Islamic scholars exposed marijuana’s therapeutic
value. Consequently, some Muslim physicians cautiously experimented and
recommended the therapeutic values of marijuana in the early part of the
history of Islam. The physician al-Rhazes (c. 854/865-925) prescribed it for
ear infections, dandruff, flatulence, and epileptic cases.?* Some people used
it to treat asthma, gonorrhea, constipation, and poisoning;2* to stimulate the
appetite and aid concentration and hearing;?’ and to reduce libido. However,
the abuse of it as a drug emerged in Muslim societies.

The spread of political unrest in various parts of the Muslim domain and the
rise of many religious schools of thought, mysticism. sufism and sectarianism
helped further the need for ways of escape from hard realities for many. and
led to the wide spread [abuse of cannabis and] drug addiction. 26

Some Sufis used cannabis to endure the long hours of fasting, prayers,
and solitary meditation.?” Allegedly some members of the Hashishiyya, from
which the word assassin evolved, which was a Sufi group reportedly founded
around 1090, killed their opponents under the influence of marijuana. The
marijuana connection to Hashishiyya violence partly provided a political
motivation for the criminalization of marijuana in the Western world.28
Shaikh Haidar, founder of the Haidari Sufi order in Kharasan (northwest Iran
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and Afghanistan), who lived around AD 1200, reportedly used it and told his
disciples, “Almighty God has bestowed upon you by a special favour the
virtues of this plant, which will dissipate the shadows that cloud your souls
and will brighten your spirits.”?? Other Sufis do not use marijuana because
they deem it a bad psychoactive substance.3°

Arab Muslim traders may have also picked up the marijuana consumption
norm from China and India and popularized it in the Arabian and Islamic
world.?! Ibn Batuta reported that people ate marijuana, even in the mosques
sometimes,* during his travel through parts of the Islamic world in the
fourteenth century. In Morocco, marijuana (“kaif” or “kif”) featured in the
religious ceremonies of the Sunusis sect.3? The authorities prohibited it be-
cause of abuse in the thirteenth century.34 Muslim jurists, historians, theolo-
gians, poets, and storytellers who were confronted by the silence of the
Qur’an about marijuana and, more important, the multiple definitions of
khamr discussed the “merits” and “evils™ of the herb for centuries.?S Some
legal scholars interpreted khamr, often cited as wine, to include any intoxi-
cant that befogs the mind. According to Dixon (1972),36 khamr is derived
from the verb khamara (to cover, or conceal) and could be extended to
denote any substance that covers up the mind. However, some interpreters
equated khamr with wine only.37 Notwithstanding the semantic confusion,
Maliki, Shafi’i, and Hanbali schools of law broadly defined khamr and con-
sequently classified marijuana as an intoxicant, hence outlawed in Islam.?38
Consequently, Sheikh ibn Taymiyyah opined:

Sinful people smoke hashish because . . . it produces rapture and delight . . . to
drunkenness. . . . [I]t promotes dullness and lethargy . . . disturbs the mind and
temperament, excites sexual desire, and leads to shameless promiscuity. 3%

Shak-al-Harin, a thirteenth-century jurist, also argued, “All the destructive
effects of wine are found in hashish many times over.”*0

The Hanafi school of law’s restricted definition of khamr allows moder-
ate therapeutic use of marijuana. In the light of that outlook, a Shafute legal
scholar, az-Zarkashi, opined in 1360 that “any use of wine is forbidden
because it is unclean, unlike hashish which is permitted but not for intoxica-
tion.” Another jurist, Agfashi, also declared in 1390, “Contrary to wine,
hashish is used as medicine. It is not subject to punishment, and eating a
small quantity of it is not forbidden as long as it does not influence the mind
or senses.”#! The outright rejection of marijuana by schools of thought apart
from Hanafi is a kneejerk response to a challenge in society—abuse—and
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not essentially a demonization of a plant, which is part of God’s creation,
a creation that Islam deems good.

MARIJUANA CONSUMPTION CULT(URE) OF THE GHETTO

The conscious consumption of marijuana as a vegetable “food” in Maamo-
bi’s ghettos, mainly animated by the deprived suffering masses, is considered
by the Muslim youth who partake in it as a way of life that upholds a “special
food.” Whether they ingest it by chewing or drinking a concoction of it or
inhaling smoke from the leaves, they regard the herb as food. Food here is
construed as any substance that is consciously put into the human body to
nourish and sustain its physiological, biological, spiritual, and psychic parts.
The intention of consuming marijuana, within the context of this ghetto-
based feeding lifestyle, a cult(ure), is to assist the holistic human composi-
tion to derive certain spiritual and health benefits and not to befog the mind.
Hence they do not deem the herb, which they perceive as a visionary plant, as
khamr. This ghetto-based lifestyle provides partakers with a certain sense of
group distinctiveness and moral judgment.

As a supplier of social and moral identity, food generally transcends mere
nourishment and fitness for humans. Some people rally around a particular
diet or food item in their efforts to acquire a unique identity and/or a world-
view in their pursuit of satisfaction in life. This is a direction that produces
diet or food cults. For example, the ancient Hebrews derived an unusual
sense of a unique group identity and a conviction of moral superiority over
adherents of nonkosher dietary regulations. Those who deemed themselves
true Hebrews therefore had to adheré to the kosher cult(ure). They disap-
proved of others who did not share their food preference. Similar is the
African Hebrew Israelites community’s obsession with a vegan diet. This
community, which was started in the 1960s in the United States by African
Americans but has now raised branches internationally, believes that a vegan
diet is the healthiest and original food requirement that Yah (God) gave to
humans (Genesis 1:29), the first blacks (Hebrews) of which they are descen-
dants. Members of the group strictly adhere to a plant-based diet because it
signifies a return to their true identity and obeisance to Yah, who chose them
over others.

Food cults provide unique names to a particular food or dietary style that
they draw their special identity from. For example, kosher as against nonko-
sher, plant-based diet as against non-plant-based diet. They usually find sci-
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entific (pseudoscientific) and at times religious explanations and scriptural
hermeneutics to justify their special food/diet as “best,” superior, and
healthy—physical, spiritual, and mental health—than others, or as a conditio
sine qua non for health, even if one takes other foods. Followers tend to be
emotionally attached to the food, not rationally per se, because of the sense
of identity that they and the community that enfolds their membership derive
from the diet. Such groups commonly advocate nutritional “musts.” Conse-
quently, their demonization of certain “foods™ helps them to define their
culture as distinct from the others whose dietary culture or foods they criti-
cize as unhealthy to the human constitution. Their forceful rhetoric about
their “hallowed” dietary preference helps them to attract followers who de-
sire to move away from what the group criticizes as toxic and addictive.

The rhetoric of the culture of marijuana consumption in the ghetto ad-
vances certain fantastic scientific and religious and economic ideas about
why the herb is a necessary food despite the opposing views of some Islamic
scholars and Ghana’s laws. In the ghetto opinion, many nonusers labor in
trepidation before the mass media’s adverse publicity of oppositions and
hysteria, which has accompanied the reality of the herb. One of the realities
of the ghettos about marijuana is the perceived supernatural powers of the
herb to protect the consumer from evil. The second is its power to bring the
user closer to God (Allah), the third is the silence of the Qu’ran about it, and
the fourth is that their consumption of marijuana negotiates a form of nation-
alist resistance to the conspiracy of Western economic imperialists to kill its
economic benefits to Ghana.

The consumption of marijuana has a unique way of fomenting group
solidarity among smokers in the ghetto. The sharing of “joints,” similar to the
Rastafari practice of “Reasoning™ and the Christian practice of the Eucharist,
has a way of establishing a sense of we-feeling among smokers in the ghetto.
In the ghettos, many smokers have a different hermeneutical meaning for
wee. In the logic of the ghetto, the word wee means “all of us.” The ghetto
members have some degree of emotional attachment to each other due to the
sharing of marijuana. It is the understanding of the communalism of the
smoking cult(ure) that has over the years frustrated every attempt by non-
smoking members of the community to eradicate all ghettos. The sense of
we-feeling among smokers finds expression in the assistance that is extended
to members in need. A number of the smokers have acquired vocational
skills such as block molding, driving, and auto mechanics because of their
association with the ghetto. Also, the cultic nature of the marijuana culture is
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exemplified in the fact that members deem it their responsibility to unite in
defense of another member who finds himself in trouble outside of the ghet-
to. The ghetto philosophy of solidarity is similar to the pre-Islamic Arabic
philosophy that enjoined the Arabs to stand by their brother whether he is
being oppressed or is the oppressor. In the Maamobi community, any attack
on a marijuana smoker by a nonsmoker is often interpreted by smokers to
mean an attack on all marijuana smokers. Thus, until quite recently, feuds
have been a major feature of the Maamobi community. As part of the orienta-
tion into ghetto life, neophytes learn to see themselves as having a respon-
sibility to protect other members of the ghetto.

Similarly, because marijuana smokers consider marijuana to be a type of
food that has spiritual significance, smokers claim to possess some esoteric
knowledge that is unavailable to nonsmokers. For example, another name for
Four Junction, one of the oldest ghettos in the community, is the University
of Four Junction. Members in the ghetto believe that the smoking of marijua-
na predisposes them to a kind of knowledge that helps them to offer cultic
attention to Allah, the Ultimate Reality. Smokers consider nonsmokers abso-
lutely ignorant about the ethos of social life, since the kind of knowledge that
marijuana exposes them (marijuana smokers) to is unavailable to them (non-
smokers). It is also widely believed in the ghettos that marijuana has a way of
stimulating critical and analytical thinking among smokers. That marijuana is
able to stimulate critical thinking has encouraged some smokers to dabble in
cyber scams, since they believe that, with the aid of marijuana, they are able
to stay behind the computer for longer hours and also stupefy their clients.
Proceeds from Sakawa are used to support members during marriage cere-
monies (awure) and naming ceremonies (Suuna). Also, the belief that mari-
juané is a cultic food with spiritual significance has informed the decision by
ghetto leaders to not encourage the sale of cigarettes and alcohol in the
ghettos. While some ghetto members consume cigarettes and alcohol, albeit
very moderately, the general understanding in the ghetto is that these other
substances could undermine the inherent spiritual potency of marijuana. The
prescribed practice in the ghetto is, therefore, that members “must” consume
marijuana.

The cultogenic nature of the marijuana culture dovetails with the politics
of the sale of marijuana. In the ghettos, marijuana is not sold to nonmembers.
The substance is sold only to members of the ghetto and close friends of
members of the ghetto. Much as this practice is well carved to outwit the
police, who often organize swoops (known in the ghetto as “scatter”), it is
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believed that nonmembers may not be able to identify with the kind of
common episteme that is shared by all ghetto members.

Finally, the cult(ure) of marijuana has gender implications in terms of
membership. It is believed that marijuana consumption predisposes smokers
to a kind of knowledge that must be kept secret within the smoking fraternity.
For example, it is believed that when one smokes, the jinns inhabiting the
substance are able to lead one into venturing on business enterprises that
could be very rewarding. Females, according to the philosophy of the ghetto,
are ontologically unable to keep secrets. So the ghettos do not admit females
as members. The cult(ure) of marijuana has been a magnetic force that at-
tracts nonsmokers to the ghettos. Thus, over the years, state-sponsored nega-
tive testimonies, which filter through the media—print and electronic—have
not been able to discourage new members from being initiated into the mari-
juana cult(ure). The cultogenic nature of marijuana has likewise been demon-
strated in rituals that have evolved around the substance.

SMOKING OUT THE WITCH FROM THE SLUMS:
MARIJUANA TO THE RESCUE

Marijuana’s importance in the ghettos of Maamobi stems from the seemingly
cultic belief of users that it has an inherent divine ability to make a positive
impact on them. The most common way of consumption is smoking, which
is a form of feeding/eating according to the smokers. Thus the herb is food,
. whether it is smoked or cooked and ingested. The herb is believed to be
disliked by malevolent spirits. Smoke from it repels such spirits, especially
those that support witchcraft. The marijuana users in the ghetto uphold a
belief in witchcraft because such a notion is part of the cosmology of their
indigenous society. Belief in the force of witchcraft as mostly antilife is very
ubiquitous in African societies. The belief that witches use negative energy
to retard the progress of people is a prevalent idea in Maamobi. The activities
of witches are believed to be mainly nocturnal, and they are superhuman and
cannot be understood by material investigation. Witches operate with their
astral bodies to cause harm, especially diseases, death, and poverty to people.
Thus, they cannot be confronted physically. Targets of witches experience
the effect of a witchcraft attack not immediately but later, after the event.
According to the cult(ure) lore of the ghetto, marijuana is an antidote to the
metaphysical operations of witches who cause harm to their relatives and
nonrelatives. Muslim youth in Maamobi are wary of the activities of witches.
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Because of this fear, many resort to different spiritual means; they wear
charms, rings, and amulets and inject into their bodies anti-witchcraft sub-
stances prepared by some Muslim ritual experts to protect themselves from
witcheraft activities. It is this same mindset of finding security, and also a
burgeoning mistrust in the commercialization of the anti-witchcraft services
of many ritual experts, that has made some Muslim youth resort to feeding on
marijuana, the ghetto-prescribed anti-witchcraft food. According to ghetto
lore the spirit of a person is what witchcraft attacks; however, when people
feed on marijuana the anti-witchcraft divine essence of the herb establishes
with their spirit and protects it. Thus, the Muslim youth in the ghetto believe
that the smoke of the herb undermines witcheraft and protects the smoker.

This conviction is a rationalized outlet for marijuana smokers in the ghet-
to to find a causative explanation for the existential challenges of life. Inter-
estingly, witches are blamed for insanity and other psychotic cases in the
ghetto community and not on marijuana, as most psychiatry books and ex-
perts will do. Witches are perpetually at work to mischievously interfere in
people’s lives and even cause them harm, such as insanity or death as they
smoke. Thus, within the cult(ure) of marijuana use among Muslim youth in
the ghetto, a ritual invocation of God’s presence and security is performed
before the herb is consumed. Most smokers recite the Fatiha, the first chapter
of the Qur’an, and this is believed to also heighten the spiritual potency of
marijuana. MacDanji*? explained this rite as follows:

I always recite the Fatiha before 1 smoke taba. I do this because taba has its
own power and to activate that power. one must first plead with Allah, the
creator of all things. including taba. to enjoy the spiritual benefits of taba. It is
the activation of the inherent spirit in marijuana that drives away the spirit of
witcheraft. Witches do not like the smoke of taba. because the smoke of taba is
charged with the spirit of Allah. As researchers. you might have heard that
every plant has a spirit inhabiting it. That explains why herbalists perform
special rituals before they make use of any herb. In the ghettoes. we also
believe that taba as an herb has its own powers. and its powers are best
invoked to counter evil spirits.

This practice is similar to what mest herbalists do in Ghana. Herbalists
perform rituals before taking parts of certain plants for medicine because
they believe that permission must be sought from the spirits in the plant,
which would also make the therapeutic components of the plant potent.
Many of the Muslim youth in the ghetto believe that it is a benevolent spirit;
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many deem it jinn, in or attached to marijuana, and that gives the vegetable
an anti-witchcraft ability.

The belief in jinns is prevalent among Muslims in Ghana. The Qur’an
expressly justifies the existence of jinns, whom it is reported share certain
attributes with humans. For example, they worship and depend on God
(Qur’an 51:56); they are social, and they can learn and listen (Qur’an
46:29-30); and they can work (Qur’an 34:13). Nevertheless, they are not
human; they are invisible, fiery in composition, and can perform miracles.
The belief about the jinns-marijuana nexus is part of a unique marijuana food
cult(ure) carried by ghetto Muslim youth, which is not universally shared by
all Muslims. The general understanding among the ghetto community is that
a symbiotic relationship is between the vegetable and spiritual worlds, hence
the one between marijuana and jinns, and humans can exploit that alliance to
fight evils spirits, especially witchcraft in the human world. In line with this
thought, an older Muslim mystic, locally known as a Mallam, who consumes
marijuana even though he is not a member of the marijuana culinary cult(ure)
of the ghetto, shared his experience:

[J]inns can be ordered to work [for] human beings . . . for negative things.
[and] for constructive purposes. Those of us who use marijuana are able to
implore the jinns to protect us from witches. And this we believe works for us.
[T]inns are more powerful than witches.

WORSHIPPING GOD IN SILENCE: THE GRACE OF MARIJUANA

Marijuana has a tranquillizing chemical compound. The ghetto Muslim
youth claim that since marijuana keeps one in a relaxed mood it is able to
induce a high level of concentration in them, and also helps them in their
spirituality because it allows them to “stay cool” in deep thought and medi-
tate on Allah and the Qu’ran when they “feed” on it. The popular out-of-the-
ghetto assumption that marijuana induces aggressiveness and violence does
not hold legitimacy in the psyche of the Muslim youth in the ghetto. They
believe that aggression is produced by synthetic drugs and not the natural
herb of marijuana. Masud apologetically contended:

Taba alone cannot let anyone go wild . . . to be violent. Anyone who smokes
taba and misbehaves should be checked properly. Such a person uses other
substances. Such a person is likely to quaff alcohol . .. or . . . uses heroin and
cocaine in addition to taba. I have been smoking taba for so many years and I
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have lots of experience . . . concerning this precious herb. . . . [M]arijuana
rather helps one to concentrate on Allah and meditate upon His word. When-
ever | smoke taba in the company of my friends, [I] am able to think deeply
about Allah and . . . about my life.

The view that marijuana alone will not predispose anyone to violence
until another drug or chemical is consumed alongside it, because the herb is a
tranquilizer that can also aid the spiritual exercise of meditating on Allah and
by extension life, is common to many youth in the ghetto. Because of the
perceived ability of marijuana to connect the consumers to the divine, the
Muslim youth circle of the ghetto deem the herb a “sacred” vegetable food
that “must” be taken and venerated as a natural conduit to spiritual experi-
ence despite the fact that several Muslim scholars have proscribed it because
of the unsettled controversy about the herb’s propriety in the wider space of
Islam and the risk of being prosecuted if caught using or possessing marijua-
na in Ghana.

THE SILENCE OF THE QUR’AN: A JUSTIFICATION
FOR THE CONSUMPTION OF MARIJUANA

It is curious that this circle of youth will risk their freedom to pursue a
foodway fixated on the consumption of marijuana even though one can be
shunned by other Muslims and can be imprisoned for a minimum of five
years if one is caught experimenting with marijuana. What justification do
they give? The first is that the Qur’an and Hadith are silent about the herb
and the consumption and smoking of it. Nevertheless, jurists who criticized
the post-Mohammed social issue of the consumption of marijuana broaden
the definition of khamr to include marijuana and use the injunctions against
alcohol to incriminate the consumption of marijuana. Even though marijuana
and alcohol are both intoxicants, the two are not the same. Also, according to
knowledge from the ghettos, consumers of this medicinal plant are capable of
performing religious rituals, while alcohol-intoxicated persons can hardly
perform them. One of Muslim youth respondents who sought a defense from
the Bible, a book that Muslims are enjoined to respect, and the Qur’an to
justify marijuana consumption revealed in his ghetto hermeneutics of the
books that

the silence of the Qur’an is not for nothing. Allah knew that the smoking
[consumption] of marijuana is not haram. Granted that it is bad, Allah would
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have revealed it to the Prophet even if it was unknown during the time of the
Prophet. [L]ogically . . . Allah is all knowing and He knew . . . that today
marijuana would be smoked. [I]f Allah did not want marijuana, He would have
revealed its prohibition to the Prophet. There are . . . issues that the Qur’an
talks about that were unknown during the Prophet’s time. If marijuana were
bad, Allah would not have also created it. But since the Qur’an and the Hadith
are silent about hemp, we should go to the Bible, because . . . the two religious
books are all from the same one God, who gave the same message to all the
prophets, but only at different times. Psalm 87 and Numbers 6 . . . come to the
same conclusion with me that God, after all, is not against the smoking of
hemp. If you agree with me on this principle then we can refer to all those who
criminalize hemp as hypocrites and blind . . . about God’s creation. People
who condemn the smoking of hemp do so out of ignorance and religious
bigotry—they are forever blind . . . and they will never know anything about
its potency until God opens their eyes one day. Out of ignorance when I go to
the mosque to pray as a Muslim, some people tend to look down on me as
someone who is practicing a syncretism of religion—Islam and Rastafarian-
ism,*3 because of my dreadlock. I know that no man other than God can judge
me and so I am not worried about their ignorance.

The silence of the Qur’an and Hadith is a justification leeway for the
peculiar feeding habit in the ghetto, so despite the contention of some Mus-
lim scholars that alcohol befogs the mind and so does marijuana so the ban
on alcohol should be extended to the use of the plant, the ghetto marijuana
smokers deem alcohol and marijuana as two different things in terms of
composition and the effects they have on humans. All the marijuana smokers
that we conversed with in the ghettos were of the opinion that if marijuana
were inherently bad, God would have revealed that to the Prophet. Claiming
that there are harmful things that have not been criminalized, such as cigar-
ettes, whose boxes commonly bear the inscription that it is harmful to health,
yet their precious vegetable has been demonized, they remain steadfast in
believing that marijuana is harmless.

WHY MARIJUANA AND NOT TOBACCO?

Marijuana, according to ghetto knowledge, has no negative effect and should
not be criminalized, unlike other legalized substances like cigarettes and
alcohol that should rather be criminalized because they commonly cause
cancer and dipsomania. With a contrived Afrocentric view, the lore contends
that the criminalization of marijuana is part of a grand plan that is politically
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and economically motivated by some Western capitalist powers to keep Gha-
na, and by extension Africa, a puppet of the West. The criminalization of the
herb during the colonial period is linked to the assumption that marijuana,
which was comparatively cheap and readily available, especially in the forest
areas, competed with the sale of cigarettes, which was introduced by the
colonizer’s economy. As a result, the colonial regime’s commercial interests
in the sale of cigarettes had to be protected with the purposeful criminaliza-
tion of marijuana. Thus, the criminalization of marijuana’s cultivation, sale,
and use is a neocolonial plan to deprive Ghana, and many African countries,
of a huge source of revenue. Consequently, its proscription by the govern-
ment in the postcolonial moment today is a neocolonialist appeasement. The
above view was articulated by a ghetto member as follows:

They will criminalize everything African. Why would they criminalize taba?
Why don’t they criminalize cigarettes, which they themselves universally
agree is harmful to human health? Why won’t they criminalize alcohol since,
again, it is believed to be harmful to human health? They always claim they
burn taba, when they arrest any pusher with the substance. but have you ever
heard them burn cocaine? This white people have an agenda: an agenda to
keep Africans continuously poor? If their land were to be good enough to
sustain the cultivation of marijuana, do you think they would have criminal-
ized it? You are educated, and it is good you have come to us to seek our
opinion on this substance. We will continue to consume taba because we know
the benefit we derive from it.

CONCLUSION

Whether marijuana is entirely harmless is contentious. In the ghetto, the herb
is taken as each person sees fit, but it is commonly smoked. It can be pre-
pared in the form of a tea or used as condiments to other foods. It is cut and
cleaned of excess seeds on a wooden board, sanctified with a few drops of
water, and recut and rolled in smoking paper into conical-shaped “rolls” or
“spliffs.” The act of passing the spliff or the cup of tea from a friend to a
friend or around the brethren is considered a reverential and unification prac-
tice in the ghetto and an invocation toward powers of the spiritual world.
When smoked in a gathering it symbolizes the act of physical, mental, and
spiritual association among the assembly. It is accepted as binding the partic-
ipants together in the fullness of God, thereby creating a concerted flow of
mutual meditation and reasoning among those participating in the sacramen-
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tal feeding. For them, it can reveal the divine and living presence in all
humans. It releases an energy flow carrying the revelations of the inner
creative source otherwise covered in the grosser reality of the mundane phys-
ical body. This experience is a positive act toward God and not a negative
end.

Every now and then, some persons are imprisoned for either possessing or
cultivating marijuana in Ghana, and yet reports on the consumption of mari-
juana continue to find space in the newspapers. The ghettos in Maamobi
continue to record neophytes who join the ghetto lifestyle to consume mari-
juana because of the rhetoric of the ghetto lore about the perceived benefits
associated with the substance. The users claim that, contrary to outside social
rhetoric intended to sway them from their attitude to and belief in the herb,
they alone are the sum awareness and reality of their own health, spiritual,
and social experience of the herb within their body and spirit and mind. They
argue that the ethical and medical reality of the herb resides solely with the
individual and his conscience. They choose to see it as fit because they know
and for them it is so! Their consumption has not succumbed to the negative
testimonies about the substance. Its historical significance in Islam and in the
indigenous milieu of Ghana and its assumed ability to ward off witches
continue to make the consumption of marijuana current among some Muslim
youth in the ghetto. The fact that marijuana continues to enjoy some signifi-
cant acceptance in Ghana requires a broader discourse on the substance. We
need to do a good analysis of this subject to clear doubt about the benefits (or
otherwise) of marijuana.
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