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ABSTRACT 

 

 By exploring the history of cannabis in the French Empire, this dissertation builds 

on recent scholarly efforts to investigate the intersections of France’s national and imperial 

pasts. As scholar Gary Wilder argued, “French historiography is traditionally guided by a 

national paradigm for which a correspondence between territory, population, and state is 

considered normal and the existence of colonies is treated as exceptional.” This fabricated 

barrier between France’s national and imperial pasts, he argues, conceals the reality that 

“the metropole and its overseas colonies exercised a reciprocal influence upon one another” 

and that both should be studied as one political and cultural unit, as what he terms the 

“imperial nation-state.” As this dissertation demonstrates, the history of drug use and 

prohibition in France is in large part a story of movement between colony and metropole. 

From the nation’s first imperial encounter with hashish during Napoleon’s invasion of 

Egypt in 1798 through the subsequent spread of cannabis use and cannabis-based 

medications in the French metropole during the middle 19th century to the creation of anti-

cannabis laws in France and its North African colonies during the fin de siècle, the 

circulation of cannabis and ideas about cannabis use between colony and metropole drove 

the development of prohibition policies in France from the birth of the republic through the 

early 20th century.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
On 17 October 1968, the French National Assembly met to discuss the Fifth 

Republic's efforts to combat international drug trafficking and the urgent need to enact new 

laws within France to address a recent surge in drug-related arrests among university-age 

youths. 1  Alarmed by the student rebellions of May and June, politicians across the 

ideological spectrum moved to strengthen the nation’s commitment to the U.N. Single 

Convention of 1961, and many believed that in such a time of crisis, the French government 

should go beyond the Convention’s protocols and harden its own legal system against the 

growing scourge of drug use among the nation’s rebellious youth.2  After a series of 

discussions lasting until December of 1970, the Assembly passed the Droit de la Drogue, 

then the most comprehensive legal measure taken in modern France against the traffic, sale, 

and use of illicit substances and the basis of French drug laws today. 

During the debates leading up to the passing of the 1970 Drug Law, French 

politicians and consulting medical, public health, and legal professionals described the 

nation’s social unrest and drug problems as a single, foreign-born “plague,” spread to 

France by Arab drug traffickers and provocateurs set on undermining the health and moral 

constitution of the body politic. In his address to the Assembly at the first open debate in 

                                                
1 Journal Officiel de la Républic Française: Débat Parlementaire – Assmeblée Nationale, Compte Rendu 

Des Séances (Hereafter JORF) 67 (Paris: Jeudi, 17 Octobre 1968): 3329-3351. 
2 The 1961 U.N. Single Convention marked a milestone in the history of international drug control and 
prohibition. It combined all existing multilateral treaties on drug control created since the early 1900s, 
extended prohibition to the cultivation of plants grown for narcotics production, including poppy, coca, 
cannabis, and opium, and created an International Narcotics Control Board to coordinate individual 
nation’s efforts to combat international trafficking. For more on the Single Convention, see William B. 
McAllister, Drug Diplomacy in the Twentieth Century: An International History (New York: Routledge, 
2000), 185-212. 
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October 1969, Gaullist Pierre Mazeaud, a French jurist and professor of law, urged the 

French government to do all it could to catch and expel “undesirable foreigners” engaged 

in drug smuggling, including “hippies” and “persons who travel excessively to the Middle 

or Far Orient.”3  Daniel Benoist, a socialist deputy in the Assembly, echoed Mazeud, 

arguing that the student rebellions and the rise in drug-related arrests both stemmed from 

“the introduction of foreign elements into our country that brought with them radical 

philosophies and at the same time drugs.”4 These alien ideas and drugs, Benoist concluded, 

had duped France’s youth with promises of “artificial paradise” and thus caused the current 

state of crisis in French society.5 Driving the point home, fellow socialist deputy René 

Chazelle reminded the Assembly that the word “assassin” shared an etymology with word 

“hashish,” both deriving from the name of an ancient cult of cannabis-smoking murderers 

in the Islamic world, the Hachichins. Pointing to the recent student rebellion and spike in 

drug-related arrests (and especially hashish-related arrests), Chazelle warned his audience: 

“This filiation of drugs and crime is not simply assonance, it is today a reality.”6  

The typecast of the hash-crazed Arab assassin has a long history in French and 

European literature that stretches back to the era of the crusades. Marco Polo’s famous 

travel narratives, first published around 1300 in Venice and translated into the French in 

1355 as Livre des merveilles du monde, introduced Europeans to the fantastic story of the 

drug-crazed Ismaili Assassins, their leader Hassan-Ibn Sabbah, and their paradise fortress 

at Alamut (in modern-day northern Iran). Though this cult of assassins did exist and carry 

                                                
3 JORF 63 (Vendredi 24 Octobre 1969): 2935. All translations from the French, unless otherwise indicated, 
are my own. 
4 JORF 63 (Vendredi 24 Octobre 1969): 2944.  
5 JORF 63 (Vendredi 24 Octobre 1969): 2945.  
6 JORF 63 (Vendredi 24 Octobre 1969): 2945. 
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out numerous campaigns during the 12th and 13th centuries (mostly against Islamic leaders), 

modern studies have revealed Polo’s depiction of the cult to be an orientalist fabrication, a 

gripping but mostly fictitious story intended to captivate Western readers. Moreover, there 

is no evidence that the cult used hashish or any other intoxicant. Contemporaries in the 

Arab world did refer to cult as the Hashishiyah, but several historians, including Bernard 

Lewis, have argued that this term designated “an expression of contempt” for the cult’s 

“wild beliefs and extravagant behavior” and thus “was a derisive comment on their conduct 

rather than a description of their practices.” Up through the 20th century, however, 

Europeans and the especially the French rarely questioned the credulity of Polo’s story, 

and the Arab cult of the Hashishiyah, (Hachichins in French) remained central to French 

definitions and depictions of Arab Culture and consequently of cannabis use.7 

Throughout these discussions on the 1970 Drug Law, Chazelle, Mazeud, Benoist, 

and numerous others within the French National Assembly thus drew from a centuries’-

old “Orientalist” motif firmly embedded in France’s imperial past to make sense of 

domestic youth rebellion and drug use in the late 1960s. First codified by literary critique 

Edward Said, “Orientalism” refers to a process by which the West “essentializes” Eastern 

and especially Arab societies as static, undeveloped, and uncivilized (e.g. as hash-smoking 

assassins). Said argues that the West (Europe and the United States), and especially its 

scholars, artists, and authors, propagate and disseminate a fabricated, reductive image of 

                                                
7 For more on the Marco Polo fabrication, see Bernard Lewis, The Assassins: A Radical Sect in Islam 

(London, 1963); Franz Rosenthal, The Herb: Hashish versus Medieval Muslim Society (Leiden: Brill, 
1971), 301-2; Farhad Daftary, The Ismailis: Their History and Doctrines (Cambridge, England: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990), 10-13; Robin Brown, Marco Polo: Journey to the End of the Earth (Stroud: The 
History Press, 2008), 165; and Ian Richard Netton, “Ibn Battuta in wanderland: voyage as text: was Ibn 
Battuta an orientalist?” in Orientalism Revisited: Art, Land and Voyage. Ed. Ian Richard Netton (New 
York: Routledge, 2013), 237.  
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Arabo-Islamic culture through academic publications, artwork, and fiction. Implicit in this 

fabricated image of Eastern backwardness is the notion that Western European society is 

developed, progressive, rational, and superior. And this idea of Western superiority, Said 

concludes, has helped justify imperial conquest as a civilizing mission, that is, as a 

legitimate attempt by superior, civilized Europeans uplift and modernize the Orient and its 

peoples.8 In December of 1970, the French Assembly concretized an Orientalist imagining 

of the nation’s drug and youth problems in French legal codes. The final version of the 

Droit de la Drogue, officially known as Public Health Article L. 627, hardened penalties 

and lengthened jail time for drug trafficking and gave police forces unprecedented power 

to suspend basic civil liberties in the pursuit of suspected traffickers and distributors.9 

Under the same law, those convicted of drug possession or public intoxication were 

deemed victims of addiction and required to undergo rehabilitation treatment supervised 

by state-regulated medical institutions or suffer criminal prosecution. In short, the law 

vilified drug traffickers (depicted as hashish-pushing Arab assassins) and victimized drug 

users (deemed victims in need of state-supervised medical treatment and support).10  

The 1970 Droit de la Drogue, which still structures French drug laws today, not 

only hardened penalties and lengthened jail time for drug trafficking but also granted police 

                                                
8 See Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1978), “Orienatlism Reconsidered,” Cultural 

Critique (1985), and Cultural Imperialism (1993). In the past decade, numerous scholars have employed 
Said’s theories on orientlaism as a framework in their studies of the French Empire. Notable among these 
are Madeleine Dobie, Foreign Bodies: Gender, Language, and Culture in French Orientalism (Stanford, 
CA: Stanford University Press, 2001); Martin Evans and Amanda Sackur, eds. Empire and Culture: The 

French Experience, 1830-1940 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004); Nicholas Drew, Orientalism in 

Louis XIV’s France (Oxford University Press, 2009); Desmond Hosford & Chong J. Wojtkowski, eds. 
French Orientalism: Culture, Politics, and the Imagined Other (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2010. 
9 JORF 4 (Paris: 18 décembre 1970): 6704. 
10 It should be noted that those in France convicted of drug possession continued (and continue) to be 
charged with a criminal offence under Article L. 627. The maximum penalty includes 1 year in prison and 
(today) up to a €7500 fine, plus (after 1970) mandatory medical treatment. JORF 4 (Paris: 18 décembre 
1970): 6704. 
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forces unprecedented power to suspend basic civil liberties in the pursuit of suspected 

traffickers and distributors.11 And as a 2009 study conducted by Open Society Justice 

Initiative and the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS) revealed, France’s 

current war on drugs disproportionately targets the nation’s ethnic minorities, believed by 

legislators and police to be the primary traffickers and distributors of illegal substances in 

France.12 The joint study concluded that “black” and “Arab” Parisians were respectively 

six and eight times more likely to be arrested for marijuana possession than their white 

counterparts.13 Thus far from mere rhetoric, the racialized typecasts that intellectually 

underpinned France’s prohibition measures seemingly have translated into the 

disproportionate policing and mass incarceration of the country’s Arab and Muslim 

minorities.  

As the current French government and its president, Emmanuel Macron, move to 

reform France’s drug laws to address a recent upswing in cannabis-related arrests, there is 

no better time than now to explore the largely untold history of cannabis use and prohibition 

in the French imperial nation-state. Though contemporary debates on France’s drug 

problem are less rife with Orientalist rhetoric than those of the late 1960s, the government’s 

                                                
11 The law called for a minimum penalty of 5 years in prison and fines amounting to no more than 50 
million francs for all those convicted of drug trafficking and distribution. Then known as Public Health 
Code L. 627, the law also allowed police forces to enter private residences (though not at night) without 
warrant if sufficient evidence of drug trafficking or distribution existed, and it also strengthened the power 
of the state to exile and deport suspected traffickers See JORF 4 (Paris: 18 décembre 1970): 6704. 
12 Sihem Souid, “La guerre aux drogues, une guerre contre les minorités ethniques?” Le Point (July 11 
2014), Accessed September 10, 2016, http://www.lepoint.fr/invites-du-point/sihem-souid/la-guerre-aux-
drogues-une-guerre-contre-les-minorites-ethniques-07-11-2014-1879530_421.php; “Kim Hullot-Guiot and 
Cécile Bourgneuf, “La lute contre les drogues, une <<guerre raciale>>?” Libération (15 avril 2015) 
Accessed September 10, http://www.liberation.fr/societe/2015 /04/15/ la-lutte-contre-les-drogues-une-
guerre- raciale_1240975.  
13 A 2015 study conducted by the Association Française de Réduction des Risque (AFR) also concluded 
that black and Arab communities in France are systematically targeted by police and nearly 10 times more 
likely than white French citizens to be stopped by police for random identity checks that often lead to drug 
arrests. “Kim Hullot-Guiot and Cécile Bourgneuf, “La lute contre les drogues, une <<guerre raciale>>?” 



ix 

refusal to dismantle the foundation of the 1970 Droit de la Drogue begs the question: why, 

so many years after the formal dissolution of the French Empire, is France working to 

maintain a law embedded in their checkered, imperial past?  Moreover—and of more 

interest to historians of France and of the expanding sub-field, “drugs and empires”14—

how  did the “Orientalist” imagining of the Hachichins come to form the foundation of 

medical and legal discourse on drug use and prohibition in France in the first place?   

To begin answering these and related questions, this dissertation explores the 

imperial history of cannabis in France from Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798, where 

the French first encountered hashish, through the passing of the first laws against cannabis 

use in French Algeria in the 1880s. Recent studies published on both sides of the Atlantic 

have begun to shed light on the murky history of drug use and prohibition in modern 

France.15 But much of this work arguably confines this emerging history within a nation-

centered narrative that marginalizes cannabis and ignores broader themes of Orientalism 

and empire. For example, in his comparative study of British and French drug control 

policies, historian Howard Padwa argues that related strains of “anti-narcotic nationalism,” 

especially heightened during wartime, drove both nations’ opium control efforts during the 

                                                
14For an overview of this expanding field in European history, see the introduction of James H. Mills and 
Patricia Barton, eds. Drugs and Empires: Essays in Modern Imperialism and Intoxication, c. 1500-c. 1930 

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 1-18. 
15 Notable studies of drugs and prohibition in France include Ernest L. Abel, “The Hashish Club,” in 
Marijuana: The First Twelve Thousand Years (Springer, 1980), 148-170; Jean-Jacques Yvorel, Les Poisons 

de l’Esprit: Drogues et drogues au XIXème siècle (Paris: Quai Voltaire, 1992); Howard Padwa, “National 
Security and Narcotics Control in France, 1907-1920,” The Western Society for French History 33 (2005): 
245-260; “Anti-Narcotic Nationalism in Britain and France, 1866-1916,” Social History of Alcohol and 

Drugs 22:2 (Spring 2008): 168-183; and Social Poison: The Culture and Politics of Opiate Control in 

Britain and France, 1821-1926 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012); Emmanuelle 
Retaillaud-Bajaz, Les paradis perdus: Drogue et usagers de drogues dan la France de l’entre-deux-guerres 
(Rennes, Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2009); Takuya Watanabe, “L’émergence de la drogue : La 
construction d’une catégorie à partir des cas de l’opium, du haschisch et de la morphine, XIX

e – XX
e siècle, 

France,” L’Atelier du Centre de recherches historiques [En ligne], 2012, mis en ligne le 05 juillet 2013, 
consulté le 25 mars 2014. URL : http://acrh.revues.org/5067 ; DOI : 10.4000/acrh.5067.  
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late 19th and early 20th centuries. Both countries, Padwa argues, fashioned “reasons for 

wanting to restrict drug use that were both specifically national and anti-narcotic, built on 

assumptions about what bound the national community together and on a fear of what 

opiates could do to a society if their habitual use proliferated.”16 For French lawmakers in 

the early 20th century, he contends, opium represented “excessive individualism” and thus 

posed a threat to republicanism, the ideological glue of the French nation.17 And after the 

French military apprehended an opium-addicted naval lieutenant called Charles Benjamin 

Ullmo attempting to sell military secrets in 1908, this ideological danger to French 

republican ideals became a real threat to the French Third Republic.18 This association 

between opium-use and anti-republicanism, Padwa concludes, drove French lawmakers to 

enact the nation’s first formal drug control measures in October of 1908.19 Though a major 

contribution to the history of drugs in France, Padwa’s work narrowly focuses on opium 

use and opiate control around the World Wars and thus reduces a much longer story to 

legislation produced during periods of heightened nationalism. Moreover, by defining 

French drug control policies in decidedly national terms, Padwa ignores the imperial 

origins of drugs in France and thus fails to account for the lasting influence of empire on 

contemporary French efforts to understand and penalize drug use. 

By exploring the history of cannabis in the context of French Empire, this 

dissertation builds on recent scholarly efforts to investigate the intersections of France’s 

                                                
16(Emphasized by) Howard Padwa, Social Poison, 8. 
17 For more on French republicanism, see Claude Nicolet, L’Idée républicaine en France (1789-1924) 

(Paris: Gallimard, 1982); Mona Ozaf, “L’Idée républicaine et l’interprètation du passé national,” Annales 

53 (1998): 1075-1087; Blandine Kriegel, Philosophie de la République (Paris: Plon, 1998); Jeremy 
Jennings, “Citizenship, Republicanism, and Multiculturalism in Contemporary France,” British Journal of 

Political Science 30 (Spring 2000): 557-598. 
18 Howard Padwa, “National Security and Narcotics Control in France, 1907-1920,” 245-260. 
19 Howard Padwa, Social Poison, 110- 115. 
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national and imperial pasts.20 As scholar Gary Wilder argued in his seminal work, The 

French Imperial Nation-State (2005), “French historiography is traditionally guided by a 

national paradigm for which a correspondence between territory, population, and state is 

considered normal and the existence of colonies is treated as exceptional.” This fabricated 

barrier between France’s national and imperial pasts, he argues, conceals the reality that 

“the metropole and its overseas colonies exercised a reciprocal influence upon one another” 

and that both should be studied as one political and cultural unit, as what he terms the 

“imperial nation-state.”21 As this dissertation will demonstrate, the history of drug use and 

prohibition in France is in large part a story of movement between colony and metropole.22 

From the nation’s first imperial encounter with hashish during Napoleon’s invasion of 

                                                
20 The “imperial” turn in French and European historiographies is driven by a key assumption: that 
imperialism played a crucial role in the making of contemporary European nation-states and thus empires 
and nations should be considered part of single analytical field. For more on the “imperial turn” in 
European and French historiographies, see Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler, eds. Tensions of 

Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997);  Alice 
Conklin, A Mission to Civilize: The Republican Idea of Empire in France and West Africa 1895—1930 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997) and “Boundaries unbound: Teaching French history as colonial 
history and colonial history as French history,” French Historical Studies 23-2 (2000): 215-238;Catherine 
Hall, Civilising Subjects: Metropole and Colony in the English Imagination 1830-1867 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2002); Pascal Blanchard and Sandrine Lemaire, eds. Culture colonial: La 

France conquise par son Empire, 1871-1931 (Paris: Éditions Autrement, 2002); Antoinette M. Burton, 
After the Imperial Turn: Thinking with and through the Nation (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2003); Martin Evans, ed. Empire and Culture: The French Experience, 1830-1940 (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2004); Gary Wilder, The French Imperial Nation-State: Négritude and Colonial Humanism 

between the Two World Wars (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005); Frederick Cooper,  
Colonialism in Question: Theory, Knowledge, History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005); 
Robert Aldrich, Vestiges of the Colonial Empire in France: Monuments, Museums and Colonial Memories 

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); Gregory Mann, Native Sons: West African Veterans and France in 

the Twentieth Century (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006); Emmanuelle Sibeud, “Du 
postcolonialisme au questionnement postcolonial: pour un transfert critique,” Revue d’histoire modern et 

contemporaine 54-4 (2007): 142-155; Jean-Frederic Schaub, “La categorie <<etudes colonials>> est-elle 
indispensable?” Annales: Histoire, Sciences Sociales 3 (2008): 625-646; Ian Coller, Arab France: Islam 

and the Making of Modern Europe,1789-1931 (Berkeley, University of California Press, 2011). 
21Gary Wilder, The French Imperial Nation-State, 3. 
22As historians Ann Laura Stoler and Frederick Cooper argue in their introduction to Tensions of Empire, 
“Europe was made by its imperial projects, as much as colonial encounters were shaped by conflicts within 
Europe itself.” Thus, to truly understand imperialism and its role in modern European history, one must 
trace the “social and political reverberations between colony and metropole” and “treat metropole and 
colony in a single analytic field.” “Between Metropole and Colony: Rethinking a Research Agenda,” 
Tensions of Empire, 1-4. 
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Egypt in 1798 through the subsequent spread of cannabis as both medicine and intoxicant 

in the French metropole during the 19th century to the creation of anti-cannabis laws in 

France and its colonies at the end of the century, the circulation of cannabis and ideas about 

cannabis between colony and metropole drove the development of prohibition policies in 

France from the birth of the republic through 20th century to today.   

The study of cannabis in the French imperial nation-state thus also contributes to 

the growing subfield of historical scholarship known as “drugs and empires.”23 Historians 

working in this vein, such as James Mills, Frank Dikötter, and Patricia Barton, argue that 

drugs were central to the making of empires and that imperialism likewise shaped the 

global history of drugs and drug control.24  Most scholars attempt to shed light on this 

reciprocal relationship between drugs and imperialism by studying the history of opium in 

the British Empire.25   Recent work in this field tends to focus on one of three areas: 

indigenous drug cultures and trades in China or India, British trading companies and the 

                                                
23 Notable works include T. Brook. And B.T. Wakabayashi, eds. Opium Regimes: China, Britain, and 

Japan 1839-1952 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000); James H. Mills, Madness, Cannabis 

and Colonialism: The ‘Native Only’ Lunatic Asylums of British India, 1857-1900 (Palgrave Macmillan, 
2000); M. Jay, Emperors of Dreams: Drugs in the Nineteenth Century (Sawtry: Daedalus, 2002); John F. 
Richards, “Opium and the British Indian Empire: The Royal Commission of 1895,” Modern Asian Studies 

36:2 (May 2002): 375-420; James H. Mills, Cannabis Britannica: Empire, Trade, and Prohibition 1800-

1928 (Oxford University Press, 2003); W. Jankowiak and D. Bradurd, eds. Drugs, Labor and Colonial 

Expansion (Tuscan: University of Arizona Press, 2003); D. Bello, Opium and the Limits of Empire: Drug 

Prohibition in the Chinese Interior, 1729-1850 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005); Amar 
Farooqui, Smuggling as Subversion: Colonialism, Indian Merchants and the Politics of Opium, 1790-1843 

(Oxford: Lexington Press, 2005); James H. Mills and Patricia Barton, eds. Drugs and Empires (2007); and 
Ashley Wright, Opium and Empire in Southeast Asia: Regulating Consumption in British Burma (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). 
24In their introduction to the anthology Drugs and Empires, Mills and Barton argue that drugs must be 
“demystified” and studied as an imperial commodity that, much like coffee, cotton, sugar, etc., played a 
crucial role in the development of trade, economics, politics, and consumption in European empires. 
Treating drugs as commodities, they argue, “empties them of much of their political meaning thereby 
allowing the historian to access them in their own contexts.” James H. Mills and Patricia Barton, 
“Introduction,” Drugs and Empires, 3.  
25Out of the 12 contributions to the Drugs and Empires anthology, 9 focus on the opium trade in the British 
Empire, while only one essay treats cannabis and other illicit substances and none focus on drugs in the 
French Empire. These proportions characterize existing coverage within the field. 
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19th century Opium Wars, and the imperial roots of national and international drug control 

policies. In their contribution to the Drugs and Empires anthology, historians Frank 

Dikötter, Lars Laamann and Xun Zhou adeptly engage all three areas in attempt to debunk 

the myth of the “Opium plague” in China and the British Empire.26 Up through the 1980s, 

the established history of Britain’s opium trade in China read something like this: in 

merciless pursuit of profits, the greedy Brits invaded China in the early 1800s, established 

and controlled (through military force) an opium trade by the middle of the century, and 

thus spread opium addiction to the hapless Chinese and stunted China’s national 

development into the 20th century. Implicit in this “opium plague” myth is the Orientalist 

idea that the Chinese were powerless to resist Britain’s imperial drug pushers and lacked 

the moral fortitude necessary to avoid or escape opium addiction. But a simple examination 

of Chinese history strikes at the legitimacy of this myth. As the authors point out, China’s 

indigenous culture of intoxicants, while stimulated and expanded by British and European 

traders in the 19th century, was far more sophisticated, complex, and established than 

traditionally believed. As early as the 16th century, opium “became embedded in a range 

of China’s social activities,” served as a common medicinal cure-all, and functioned as “an 

important marker of wealth and status in the changing culture of the period.” 27  Moreover, 

the authors contend, the images of the Chinese “opium slave” and “opium den” were in 

large part Orientalist fabrications devised and disseminated by British and Chinese elites 

                                                
26Frank Dikötter, Lars Laamann and Xun Zhou, “China, British Imperialism and the Myth of the ‘Opium 
Plague,’” in Drugs and Empires, 19-38. Also see Frank Dikötter’s Patient Zero: China and the Myth of the 

‘Opium Plague’ (London: University of London Press, 2003). 
27 For more on China’s native opium culture, see Timothy Brook and Bob Tadashi Wakabayashi, eds. 
Opium Regimes, 1-30; M. Jay, Emperor of Dreams, 18-23; D. Bello, Opium and the Limits of Empire, 1-
18; and especially Yangwen Zheng, The Social Life of Opium in China (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), which to date is the most comprehensive study of opium use in China since the 
Ming Dynasty. 
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to justify their drug control efforts during the late 19th and early 20th centuries.28 Thus, the 

Orientalist myth of the Chinese “opium plague” and subsequent legislation that it 

legitimated in both metropole and (former) colony were clearly “constructed within 

discourses generated by the politics of nineteenth and early-twentieth century 

imperialism.”29  

Unfortunately, relatively few scholars have devoted similar attention to the role of 

cannabis in the history of “drugs and empires” and even fewer have explored the history 

of drugs and prohibition in the French Empire. Notable exceptions include James Mills' 

Cannabis Britannica: Empire, Trade and Prohibition 1800-1928 (2003), a path breaking 

work on the role of cannabis in 19th century British imperial medicine and politics, and 

Chantal Descrous-Gatin's Quand l'opium finançait la colonisation en Indochine (1992), 

one of the first (and of the few) modern studies of how French colonial authorities hijacked 

the native opium trade in Indochina to finance their territorial conquest there during the 

first decades of the 20th century. 30  But next to nothing has been written in France 

concerning the imperial history of cannabis and hashish and how it continues to reverberate 

in the nation's popular culture and drug prohibition policies. To fill these gaps and better 

understand the reciprocal relationship between drugs and empire in modern French history, 

                                                
28Frank Dikötter, Lars Laamann and Xun Zhou, “China, British Imperialism and the Myth of the ‘Opium 
Plague,’” 34. For more on the Brit’s use of the “opium plague” myth to justify their drug prohibition 
policies in the late 19th and early 20th centuries see Virginia Berridge, Opium and the People: Opiate Use 

and Policy in 199
th

 and Early 20
th

 Century Britain (London: Free Association Books, 1998). For more on 
Chinese uses of the “opium plague” myth to justify prohibition efforts, see Dikötter’s monograph, Patient 

Zero, which devotes a chapter to Chinese efforts (by both the nationalist Kuomintang and the Communist 
Party of China) to legitimize anti-opium measures with Orientalist imagery and rhetoric during the 
country’s tumultuous 20th century. 
29Frank Dikötter, Lars Laamann and Xun Zhou, “China, British Imperialism and the Myth of the ‘Opium 
Plague,’” 34. 
30 Chantal Decrous-Gatin, Quand l'opium finançait la colonisation en Indochine: L'élaboration de la régie 

générale de l'opium, 1860-1914 (Paris: L'Harmattan, 1992). 
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this dissertation charts the historical path of cannabis as it traversed the French imperial 

nation-state across the “long” nineteenth century.31  

The first chapter examines the disparate histories of hashish in Egypt and France 

during the centuries leading up to the French invasion of Alexandria in June of 1798.  

Western and Arabic scholars largely agree that the Sūfīs of Kharasan—a mystical sect of 

Islam then proselytizing in what is now Iran and Afghanistan—first popularized hashish 

use in the Middle East around the 12th century.32 The Kharasanian Sūfīs and their leader, 

Shaykh Haydar, believed the use of ḥashīshah, and specifically maʿjūn—an edible greenish 

paste made from baked cannabis, or qinnab, leaves ground with sesame and sugar—

granted one personal access to spiritual enlightenment.33 Within a century, the Sūfīs spread 

cannabis and hashish use to Syria and Egypt, where it gained popularity especially among 

the peasant classes. 

But not everyone in Egypt approved of Sūfī practices. As early as 1324, Mamluk 

sultans in Cairo prohibited cannabis cultivation and hashish use, deeming both parasitic to 

Egyptian society.34  When the Ottomans defeated the Mamluks, conquered Egypt, and 

established Koranic law, or Sharīʿah, there in 1517, a line of Sunni governors subservient 

                                                
31Historian Eric Hobsbawm coined the term “long nineteenth century”, referring to a periodization 
bookended by the French Revolution in 1789 and the First World War in 1914. Peter Stearns is also known 
for advocating this periodiziation in European history, but he stretches the beginning of the long century 
back to the 1750s. See Eric J. Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution, 1789-1848 (New York: Vintage Books, 
1996) and Peter Stearns, ed. World History in Documents: A Comparative Reader (New York: New York 
University Press, 2008). 
32 Franz Rosenthal, The Herb: Hashish versus Medieval Muslim Society (Leiden: Brill, 1971), 41-43; A.M. 
Khalifa, “Traditional Patters of Hashish Use in Egypt,” in V. Rubin (ed.) Cannabis and Culture (The 
Hague: Mouton, 1975), 190-215; Ernest Abel, “Hashish and the Arabs,” Marijuana: The First Twelve 

Thousand Years, 28-31; Gabriel G. Nahas, “Hashish in Islam: 9th to 19th centuries,” Bulletin of the New 

York Academy of Medicine 58:9 (January, 1983): 814-831, and “Hashish and Drug Abuse in Egypt during 
the 19th and 20th Centuries,” Bulletin of the New York Academy of Medicine 61:5 (June, 1985): 428-444.   
33 Franz Rosenthal, The Herb, 51-54; Ernest Abel, “Hashish and the Arabs,” 30; G.G. Nahas, “Hashish and 
Islam: 9th to 18th century,” 820-1; A.M. Khalifa, “Traditional Patters of Hashish Use in Egypt,” 198. 
34 G.G. Nahas, “Hashish and Islam: 9th to 18th century,” 820-1. 



xvi 

to Istanbul maintained these prohibition efforts, causing significant debate among Islamic 

lawmakers and intelligentsia in Egypt for centuries.35 Much of this controversy stemmed 

from the Koran’s silence on hashish but explicit condemnation of alcoholic beverages, or 

khmar. For opponents of hashish—in the main, elite Sunni jurists—khmar, meaning 

“fermented beverages,” could (and should) be interpreted to include intoxication of any 

kind, and thus excessive hashish use. For proponents of hashish—generally adherents of 

the Ḥanafī school of Islamic (Sunni) law—the Prophet’s silence on the subject provided 

sufficient legal justification for allowing its use, at least for religious and medicinal 

purposes among the poor.36 In the centuries leading up to Napoleon’s invasion in 1798, 

then, hashish came to occupy a ubiquitous but contentious position in Egyptian culture and 

society.  

 But when Napoleon Bonaparte and his Armée d’Orient of 45,000 landed near 

Alexandria in late July of 1798, the French possessed little understanding of or interest in 

the complex history and controversial status of hashish in Egyptian society. At the end of 

the 18th century, French perceptions of Arab and Muslim cultures derived largely from 

Orientalist depictions in literature, travel writing, opera, and art, which often portrayed the 

region and its peoples monolithically as barbaric, static, undeveloped, and uncivilized. 

Thus, stories about hashish use in the Orient written before the Egyptian Campaign 

contained no mention of the Islamic world's centuries long scholarly, religious, medical, or 

legal engagement with the drug. Instead, French authors and travel writers writing during 

                                                
35Ibid; Franz Rosenthal, The Herb, 100-130; A.M. Khalifa, “Traditional Patterns of Hashish Use in Egypt,” 
201-210. 
36 Christie S. Warren "The Hanafi School." In Oxford Bibliographies Online: Islamic Studies, 
http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195390155/obo-9780195390155-0082.xml  
(accessed 12-Apr-2014). 
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the 17th and 18th centuries, such as Antoine Galland and Sonnini de Manoncourt, often 

embedded depictions of hashish use in the Middle East within stories of Oriental savagery. 

The history of hashish in France before the Egyptian Campaign of 1798 was thus a work 

of historical fiction that privileged reductive fantasies over facts and laid the foundation 

for future misrepresentations in France of both hashish use and the Arabo-Muslim world. 

 The second chapter opens with a discussion of Napoleon’s Egyptian Campaign 

from 1798 to 1801 and, building on the work of historian Juan Cole, attempts to revise 

traditional portrayals of this military venture as a cut-and-cry example of hegemonic 

imperial conquest. Far from abolishing or repressing local customs in Egypt, Napoleon 

worked to establish a colonial administration that integrated key components of Egypt’s 

dominant cultures of Islam as well as key members of its Sunni elite into the administration 

and operation of the French imperial nation-state’s newest Sister Republic. Though many 

Egyptians had little interest in Napoleon’s efforts to create an integrated Sister Republic 

and in October of 1798 rose in rebellion against French occupation forces in Cairo, 

Napoleon’s colonial policies throughout the campaign continued to push for the integration 

of Islamic customs and political culture into the governance of the new colony.  

But as the chapter demonstrates, the standard portrayal of Napoleon's Egyptian 

Campaign as an abortive episode of empire building fails to account for or explain the 

myriad moments of contact, exchange, and even cooperation that occurred between the 

French and Egyptians between 1798 and 1801. In fact, under the command of Napoleon 

and later of the lesser-known Jacques-François “Abdallah” Menou, who converted to Islam, 

adopted the name Abdallah (meaning "servant of Allah"), and married into an elite Sunni 

family from Rosetta, the French Army pursued a systematic policy of integration in Egypt 



xviii 

that included Egyptian elites in the colony's governance and defense and integrated key 

aspects of Islamic civilization into the colony's political culture. And it is from these 

policies of integration, however fleeting or failed, that the figure of Abdallah Menou and 

his colony-wide prohibition of hashish in October of 1800, the first anti-cannabis law in 

French history, emerged.  

The third chapter follows hashish back to France in the early decades of the 1800s 

when few people, outside of veterans stationed in the port cities of Marseilles and Toulon 

and a handful of medical practitioners in Paris who were veterans of the the Egyptian 

Campaign, had reliable access to Cannabis indica or hashish. But this dearth of supply did 

little to stymie the rise in popularity of the intoxicant as a discursive marker of the Oriental 

world in the developing French imperial imaginary.  Building on recent scholarship on the 

historical intersections of intoxicants and European empires, this chapter shows how early 

French conceptions of hashish use emerged from a popular imperial imaginary developing 

across France and the West during the 18th and 19th centuries that routinely envisaged drugs 

as stereotypical markers of Oriental barbarism. The first section examines the discursive 

process through which the mythic connection between hashish and Islamic assassins, first 

established by French linguist Antoine-Isaac Silvestre de Sacy in 1809, became a fait 

prouvé in France during the first half of the nineteenth century. The analysis shows that 

Sacy based his studies of the Islamic assassins on Orientalized fantasies rather than facts 

and thus inaccurately portrayed hashish as an evil intoxicant used by certain Muslims to 

transform disciples into blindly obedient and bloodthirsty murderers. Ignorant of or 

indifferent to the inaccuracies in Sacy’s contentions, scholars and scientists working in a 

range of academic disciplines routinely referenced Sacy’s myth when discussing hashish 
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and the Arabo-Islamic world. And with their repeated, mostly uncritical citations of Sacy’s 

work, French and European scholars steadily transformed the myth of the Hashish-eating 

Muslim assassins into common knowledge requiring by the middle of the nineteenth 

century no citation or reference to prove its veracity. 

 Among the most active in this process creating facts about hashish were French 

pharmacists and physicians practicing in France and abroad from the late 1830s through 

the 1850s.  As the fourth chapter details, dozens of French pharmacists and physicians 

practicing in the middle 19th century employed cannabis-based medicines, generally in the 

forms of dawamesk (an edible made with hashish) and hashish tinctures, to treat physical 

and psychological diseases ranging from the plague and cholera to insanity. These medical 

practitioners published numerous peer-review articles in medical journals and dozens of 

doctoral and medical dissertations on the subject of cannabis as medicine. And a close 

examination of these publications reveals that discussion and debates about cannabis-based 

medicines figured prominently in the early professional development of French pharmacy 

and in prominent debates concerning the medical theories of anti-contagionism and 

homeopathy. For example, many French epidemiologists practicing at this time, such as 

Louis-Aubert Roche, Antoine Clot-Bey, Joseph-Bernard Gastinel, and Alexandre 

Willemin, believed in the anti-contagionist nature of epidemic diseases, that is, they 

believed that cholera and the plague were disorders of the central nervous system 

transmitted to humans via miasmas, or "bad air," released in unhygienic and poorly aerated 

areas.  These and numerous other physicians and pharmacists correspondingly believed 

that Cannabis indica, though a dangerous and exotic substance from the the Orient, could 

be tamed by the developing pharmaceutical sciences and once refined used by physicians 
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as a homeopathic remedy to combat the damage done to the brain by the miasmas. Two 

prominent pharmacists, Joseph-Bernard Gastinel and Edmond DeCourtive, even waged a 

war of words in the pages of Parisian medical journals in the summer and fall of 1848 over 

who first developed a particularly potent cannabis tincture. But the “Affaire Gastinel,” as 

the French press dubbed the controversy, marked the drug’s zenith of popularity within the 

profession. After hashish proved ineffective against cholera during the outbreak in Paris in 

the early months of 1849, many pharmacists and physicians began to publish articles 

condemning the intoxicant as more dangerous than useful. And by the 1860s numerous 

physicians and particularly hygienists and alienists living and working in French Algeria 

increasingly published reports of “hashish poisoning” and “hashish-induced insanity,” 

particularly among the newly colonized subjects of North Africa.  

 Medically speaking, this critical and minority opinion of hashish as a poison largely 

congealed around the writings of Alexandre Brièrre de Boismont (1797-1881), a prominent 

alienist from Montmartre who published an immediate response to the abovementioned 

report of hashish poisoning in Marseille in the 17 November edition of the Journal des 

débats politiques et littéraires. In his letter to the editor Boismont confirmed that "hashish 

has a special property, well known to the Orientals, that gives rise to serious accidents" and 

"madness is often the consequence of prolonged use of this substance."37 The fifth chapter 

of this dissertation examines the writings of Brièrre de Boismont and shows how his 

critiques of hashish flowed from his belief that mental illness was not solely a physiological 

phenomenon but also and more often a disorder of one's moral and spiritual constitution, 

                                                
37 A. Brierre de Boismont, "Au rédacteur," Journal des débats politiques et littéraires (17 novembre 1837): 
3a. 
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which existed, as Boismont put it, "denuded of the organs."38 Boismont's conception of 

insanity ran directly counter to that of Jacque Joseph Moreau de Tours, who understood 

mental illness as a physiological phenomenon rooted in the the organic process of the brain 

understood as an organ and not a scientifically repackaged soul, or what Boismont and 

fellow spiritualists called the sens intime, or "visceral sense." This 19th-century medical 

debate between "physiologists" (Moreau and others who believed in the physical nature of 

insanity) and "psychologists" (Boismont and those who believed in the metaphysical nature 

of insanity) over the source of mental illness produced contrasting positions on the utility 

of hashish as a treatment in the fight against it.39 Moreau and his fellow physiologists 

believed insanity flowed from a "fundamental lesion" in the brain and that "simile-based 

therapies" such as hashish offered an effective research tool and potential remedy for 

disorders of the central nervous system. Whereas, Boismont and fellow psychologists 

believed in the spiritual and moral nature of insanity and understood mental illness as a 

disorder of thinking best conceptualized and treated with philosophical rather than 

physiological inquiry. Boismont thus believed that hashish provided no medicinal benefit, 

only caused users to act irrationally and violently, and should be legally prohibited 

throughout the French Empire. Much as in the contagionism/anti-contagionism debates 

over the nature and spread of epidemic diseases, then, hashish played a prominent role in 

mid-19th century disputes in France over the nature and treatment of mental illness. And 

one’s personal medical philosophies often determined whether or not they supported the 

medicalization of hashish. 

                                                
38Quoted in Jan Goldstein, Console and Classify: The French Psychiatric Profession in the Nineteenth 
Century (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 244. 
39 For the most comprehensive discussion of the debate in 19th-century French medicine between 
"psychologists" and "physiologists," see Jan Goldstein, Console and Classify, 240-275.  
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 During the second half of the 19th century, hashish gradually lost the medicinal 

legitimacy it had enjoyed during its heyday in 1840s France, appearing to French 

physicians by the 1880s, much as it had to Boismont, as a poison and threat to social order 

rather than a remedy and tool for medical research. Though physiological interpretations 

of mental illness, as well as of disease more generally, came to dominate French and 

Western medicine during the second half of the 19th century, earlier physiology-based 

justifications for hashish as a treatment for mental and physical diseases did not accompany 

the school of thought's rise to prominence.40 French historian Jacques Arveiller has argued 

that the de-medicalization of hashish in France during the second half of the 19th century 

was linked to the scientific discoveries of Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch, which marked 

the triumph of contagionism over the miasmatic theories of epidemic disease.41 With the 

discoveries of the bacteria that produced the plague and cholera came the obsolescence of 

the anticontagionist logic that underpinned the use of hashish in earlier treatments during 

the first half of the century. Dutch historians Stephen Snelders, Charles Kaplan, and Toine 

Pieters expressed a similar view, writing that interest in cannabis in France declined 

"because the drug did not belong to the new 'scientific' era of modern 

psychopharmacology" and thus "did not look forward to the hopes of final conquest of 

                                                
40 For more on the rise of physiology—understood here as a medical philosophy formed around new 
practices of  experimental surgery, dissection, and data-driven analysis and the central idea that new 
medical knowledge can be obtained most efficiently by adopting methods and ideas from other scientific 
disciplines, namely chemistry, physics, mathematics, and pharmacy—in French medicine during the first 
half of the 19th century, see John E. Lesch, Science and Medicine in France: The Emergence of 
Experimental physiology, 1790-1855 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984); and Ian 
Dowbiggin, Inheriting Madness: Professionalization and Psychiatric Knowledge in Nineteenth-century 
France (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1991). 
41 Jacques Arveiller, "Hachich, Romantisme et voyage initiatique. L'Information Psychiatrique 66:5 (1990): 
493–504; and "Le Cannabis en France au xix siecle: une histoire médicale," L'Évolution psychiatrique 78 
(2013): 465. 
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physiological and mental diseases by modern medicine."42 Snelders et al. also point to the 

inability of chemists and pharmacists to isolate and standardize the psychoactive properties 

of cannabis and the contemporaneous rise of Romantic art and literature that Orientalized 

hashish consumption as contributing factors to this decline in the "career cycle" of 

medicinal cannabis in Western Europe during the 19th century. 

 As the final chapter demonstrates, these previous explanations for the de-

medicalization and criminalization of hashish in France during the second half of the 19th 

century are incomplete because they fail to consider the important influence of French 

colonial expansion in North Africa on popular, medical and legal perceptions of hashish 

back in metropolitan France. The inability to standardize tincture doses and 

transformations in medical philosophies and practices certainly fueled the de-

medicalization of hashish in France in the second half of the 19th century. But the end of 

hashish's career cycle as medicine in France cannot be understood fully when examined 

outside the contexts of French empire. With the extension of French territorial control in 

Algeria during the second half of the 19th century, a colonial project reinvigorated by the 

1847 French victory over Al-Qadir's resistance forces and subsequent partitioning of the 

colony into 3 administrative départements (Alger, Oran, and Constantine) the following 

year, came a renewed effort by French writers, artists, scholars, and physicians to embed 

depictions of the Orient and corresponding portrayals of hashish in what Edward Said 

called an "imaginative geography" of empire that sought to discursively exile the Arabo-

Islamic culture from the conceptual topography of Western civilization.43 In this imagined 

                                                
42 Stephen Snelders, Charles Kaplan, and Toine Pieters, "On Cannabis, Chloral Hydrate, and Career Cycles 
of Psychotropic Drugs in Medicine," Bulletin of the History of Medicine 80:1 (2006): 104. 
 
43 Edward Said, Orientalism, 49-73.  
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imperial landscape—rendered in the writings of Théophile Gautier, Charles Baudelaire, 

and Alexandre Dumas,  the paintings of Eugène Delacroix, the scholarship of Ernest Renan, 

and in dozens of medical and legal texts penned by imperial bureaucrats and physicians in 

French Algeria throughout the second half of the 19th century—hashish, which for 

centuries had been an accepted if contentious medical panacea and intoxicant in the Arabo-

Islamic world, transformed into a clear marker of Oriental savagery and key basis of 

distinction between the civilized culture of France and the barbarism of Muslim Algerians. 

Proven incapable by the 1850s of being tamed by Western medical sciences, hashish thus 

took on a renewed flagitiousness in France. Whereas, the Orientalized psychotropic profile 

of hashish fueled cannabis-based medical research and treatments in the late 1830s and 

1840s, by late 1850s the same profile increasingly was (re)emplotted into an imperial 

discourse about Oriental barbarism that justified official appeals for hashish prohibition 

across the French Empire by the 1880s. 



 1 

CHAPTER1: COMPETING STRAINS: THE TWO HISTORIES OF HASHISH IN 

EIGTEENTH CENTURY EGYPT AND FRANCE 

  

 Hashish is a poison as well as a remedy. In certain quantities it is useful, 
 and in others it is fatal.       - Ibn Wahshiya (900) 
 
 Arabs and Egyptians compose a variety of preparations from cannabis 
 that produce a sweet intoxication...This species [of cannabis] annihilates 
 the faculty of thinking...and fatigues the soul and thus has no relation to 
 the intoxication caused by wine or strong drink. And our language has no 
 words to express this  voluptuous sort of enchanting stupor.   
         - C.-N.-S. Sonnini de Manoncourt  (1798)     
 
Introduction 

 
 In the centuries leading up to the French invasion of Egypt in June of 1798, one 

could find two opposing histories of hashish developing independently of one another in 

France and Egypt. In Egypt hashish for centuries had occupied a ubiquitous but 

controversial position in the country's predominantly Islamic society. From as early as the 

10th century, scholars and doctors in the Middle East, such as the Iraqi-born doctor Ibn 

Wahshiya who spent several decades in Egypt during the early 10th century, studied the 

intoxicant and penned several works that both praised its medicinal virtues and cautioned 

against its misuse and abuse. Around this same time, mystical sects of Islam popular in 

Egypt, and namely the Sufis, adopted hashish use as a spiritual ritual, further popularizing 

the drug among the country's peasantry and religiously devout for centuries to come. And 

scholars of Sunni Islamic law practicing then and through the early 16th century debated 

the legality of hashish use in Egypt and across the Caliphates, largely agreeing by the 

establishment of Ottoman control in Egypt in 1517 that the Koran's prohibition of khmar, 

or fermented beverages, applied equally to hashish. The history of hashish in Egypt thus 

contained centuries of scholarly investigation, religious revere, and legal and medical 
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debate, all of which reveal a deep historical connection between hashish and the evolving 

civilization of the Islamic world. 

 In France, however, stories about hashish use in the Orient written before the 

Egyptian Campaign contained no mention of the Islamic world's centuries-long scholarly, 

religious, medical, or legal engagement with the drug. Until the very end of the 18th century, 

the vast majority of French people who knew anything about hashish or the Orient 

assembled their knowledge from fantastic and largely fictitious stories published in travel 

literature and literary fiction. During the 17th and 18th centuries, amateur scholars, fiction 

writers and adventurer-authors published hundreds of volumes on the Orient in France that 

often depicted the region as an exotic, faraway land filled with dangerous savages who 

knew neither Christ nor civilization. And some of the first references to hashish in French 

literature can be found in these publications. For example, Antoine Galland's famous Les 

Milles et Une Nuits, first published in 12 volumes between 1704 and 1717, introduced 

Enlightenment-era France to a small sampling of Middle Eastern and South Asian folk 

stories that included tales of African cannibals using hashish to dupe their human prey. 

Travel literature based on the firsthand accounts of explorers who ventured to the Orient 

throughout the 18h century, such as the above-quoted Sonnini de Manoncourt, likewise 

treated French readers to myriad stories of Arab hash eaters and their penchant for violent 

and irrational behavior. Based on firsthand experiences and observations often purported 

by the authors to be objectively scientific, these travel writings largely functioned to verify 

with "facts" the fabricated typecasts propagated in fictional works like Les Milles et Une 

Nuits. The history of hashish in France before the Egyptian Campaign of 1798 was thus a 
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work of historical fiction that privileged reductive fantasies over facts and laid the 

foundation for future misrepresentations in Europe of both hashish use and the Orient itself. 

 This chapter examines these two competing histories of hashish in Egypt and 

France that emerged during the centuries leading up to the French invasion of Alexandria 

in June of 1798. Scholars and historians on both sides of the Atlantic have devoted little 

attention to these competing historical narratives of hashish and as a result have ignored 

the many “silences” in history generated by the production of French knowledge about 

drug use and the Orient during the centuries leading up to the Egyptian Campaign.1 As 

Michel-Rolph Trouillot convincingly argued in his work Silencing the Past: Power and the 

Production of History (1995), the content and direction of history, and particularly of 

French history, are as much determined by what is excluded or "silenced" from the 

historical record as by what is preserved.2 The power to decide which facts are worthy of 

inclusion—that is, of being archived as a source, researched and analyzed by a scholar, and 

then posited within a historical narrative deemed scientifically factual—is directly linked 

to the positionality of the author, or the social power of the author to speak as an authority 

on the history of a given subject.3 The production of history thus "involves the uneven 

contribution of competing social groups and individuals who have unequal access to the 

                                                
1 Most studies of drugs in France and the modern West ignore these pre-histories and begin their narratives 
in the early 19th century or immediately after the Egyptian Campaign. See for example, Louis Lewin, 
Phantastica: A Classical Survey on the Use and Abuse of Mind-Altering Plants (Rochester, Vermont: Park 
Street Press, 1998) originally published in German in 1924; Jean-Jacque Yvorel, Les poisons de l'ésprit: 
Drogue et Drogués au XIXe siècle (Paris: Quai Voltaire, 1992); André Julien Fabre et al, Haschisch, 
Chanvre et Cannabis: l'eternal retour (Paris: L'Harmattan, 2011); Martin A. Lee, Smoke Signals: A Social 
History of Marijuana (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2013); Jacques Arveiller, "La Cannabis en France 
au xix siècle: une histoire médicale," L'Évolution Psychiatrique 78 (avril 2013): 455-495. 
2Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Beacon Press, 1995).  
3For more on the idea of “positionality” in academic discourse, see G. Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” 
in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, eds. C. Nelson and L. Grossberg (Urbana, IL: University of 
Illinois Press, 1988), 271-313. 
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means of such production."4  The amateur scholars and travel writers who, with their 

publications, shaped 18th century French perceptions of hashish use in the Orient ignored 

or had no knowledge of the Islamic world's centuries long legal, religious, and scientific 

engagement with the drug and instead depicted hashish as symbolic shorthand for the 

barbarism and backwardness of an imagined Orient. 

 
"A Poison as well as a Remedy": Hashish in Egypt before 1798  
 
 Before the arrival of the French in Egypt in late June of 1798, hashish for centuries 

had occupied a complex and controversial position in Egyptian society and throughout the 

Islamic world.5 People living in the Arabian Peninsula cultivated Cannabis Sativa (al-

qinnab al-hindi in Arabic) as early as 1000 BC and used the plant to produce hemp rope 

and paper. But the use of cannabis as an intoxicant only gained traction in the Middle East 

around the 9th century AD, when traders from India and the central Asian Steppe 

introduced the drug bhang to Persia and the surrounding areas. Often consumed as a baked, 

greenish paste made from hashish or cannabis leaves ground with sesame and sugar, bhang 

(called حشیش, or "ḥašiš" in Arabic, meaning dried grass) spread quickly across the Islamic 

world as both an intoxicant and a medicinal remedy.6  

                                                
4Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past, xix.  
5 Hashish is a cannabis product produced by collecting and compressing the stalked resin glands, or 
trichomes, of the Cannabis plant and its variety of subspecies. This compressed resin contains the Cannabis 
plant's psychoactive ingredient, delta-9-tetrahydrocannibinol, commonly known as THC, and can be 
cooked into foods, boiled into liquids, or smoked to release the active ingredients into the body. Leslie L. 
Iversen, The Science of Marijuana (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 19-22, 33-35. 
6Franz Rosenthal, The Herb: Hashish Versus Medieval Muslim Society (Leiden, Netherlands: E.J. Brill, 
1971); A.M. Khalifa, “Traditional Patters of Hashish Use in Egypt,” in V. Rubin (ed.) Cannabis and 
Culture (The Hague: Mouton, 1975), 190-215; Ernest Abel, “Hashish and the Arabs,” Marijuana: The First 
Twelve Thousand Years, 28-31; Gabriel G. Nahas, “Hashish in Islam: 9th to 19th centuries," Bulletin of the 
New York Academy of Medicine 58: 9 (December 1982): 14-831, “Hashish and Drug Abuse in Egypt 
during the 19th and 20th Centuries,” Bulletin of the New York Academy of Medicine 61:5 (June, 1985): 428-
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 As early as the 10th century AD, several Islamic physicians, including Muhammad 

Ibn Zakariya Razi in Persia and Ibn Wahshiyah in Bagdad, published treatises on hashish 

that both praised the drug's medicinal properties and warned against over consumption.7 In 

his work On Poisons, Ibn Wahshiyah described the drug ambivalently as "a poison as well 

as a remedy. In certain quantities it is useful, and in others it is fatal."8 Ibn Wahshiyah went 

on to detail several methods of producing and using hashish, arguing that a "juice" made 

from hashish, called scammony, "eases the bile and moisture powerfully." But taken in 

other forms and in larger doses, he warned, this remedy turns toxic. The Iraqi toxicologist 

also warned that when one habitually smoked hashish—usually by placing the substance 

in burning oil—a person's "face and eyes are affected by an extreme and intensive burning; 

he does not see anything and cannot say what he wishes. He swoons, then recovers, swoons 

[again], and recovers [again]. He goes on in this way until he dies. A violent anxiety and 

fainting goes on until he succumbs, after day and a half or more."9 Several other Islamic 

alchemists and physicians writing around this time, including the Persians Razi and al-

Majusi, shared this ambivalent opinion of hashish and described the drug as a medicinal 

remedy when taken in moderation and a poison when abused.10 

                                                
444, and Histoire du Hash: Une Perspective historique et scientifique du hashish (Paris: Robert Laffont, 
1983). 
7Martin Levy, "Medieval Arabic Toxicology: The Book of Poisons of ibn Wahshiya and Its Relations to 
Early Indian and Greek Texts," Transactions of the American Philosophical Society 56:7 (1966): 1-130; 
Franz Rosenthal, The Herb: Hashish versus Medieval Muslim Society (Leiden: Brill, 1971), 41-43; Gabriel 
G. Nahas, “Hashish in Islam: 9th to 18th centuries,” Bulletin of the New York Academy of Medicine 58:9 
(January, 1983): 814-831. 
8Quoted in Martin Levy, "Medieval Arabic Toxicology," 93. 
9Quoted in Martin Levy, "Medieval Arabic Toxicology," 43, 46. 
10S. Hamarneh, "Pharmacy in Medieval Islam and the History of Drug Addiction," Medical History 16:3 
(1972): 226-237; Chopra and Chopra (1957).  
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 During the 11th and 12th centuries, several religious orders and mystical sects 

operating on the Arabian Peninsula appropriated hashish use as a spiritual ritual, further 

adding to the drug's ambiguous role in Islamic society. Then as now, the Koran prohibited 

the consumption of alcohol and "intoxicating beverages", called khmar, but it explicitly 

said nothing about hashish. Thus, at least at first, Muslim lawmakers offered little 

resistance to the growing use of hashish among emergent religious orders.11 According to 

historian Franz Rosenthal, the Sufis of Kharasan—an Islamic fraternal order and sect then 

proselytizing in what is now Iran and Afghanistan—made use of this leniency and 

popularized hashish use in Persia during the middle 12th century.12 At this time the Sufis 

promoted a mystical form of Islam that privileged the personal and spiritual aspects of faith 

over the institutional and social dimensions of Islam. The Sufis of Kharasan (modern day 

Afghanistan and northwest Iran) and their leader, Shaykh Haydar, believed cannabis holy 

and its use a key to experiencing spiritual enlightenment.13  Legend tells that Haydar 

discovered the cannabis plant while on a contemplative walk near his monastery around 

1250 AD. After chewing the plant's leaves, Haydar experienced a strange euphoria and 

later shared his happy discovery with his Sufi followers. Regardless of the legend's veracity, 

Western and Arabic scholars largely agree that the Sufis went on to popularize hashish 

consumption across the Islamic world by making its use "an act of worship" permitted (or 

at least not forbidden by) the Koran.14 Within a century the Mongol invasions drove many 

                                                
11 Franz Rosenthal, The Herb, 101-130; Also see Yasmin Hanani Mohd Safian, "An analysis on Islamic 
rules on drugs," International Journal of Education and Research 1:9 (September 2013): 1-16. 
12 Franz Rosenthal, The Herb, 41-43. G. Nahas, “Hashish in Islam," 816-17. 
13G.G. Nahas, “Hashish and Islam," 817; Ernest Abel, “Hashish and the Arabs,” 34. 
14 Ernest Abel, “Hashish and the Arabs,” 30-31. It should be noted that, like most sub-sets of major 
religions, Sufism was no monolith and numerous branches of Sufism rejected hashish consumption and 
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Sufi communities west, spreading the mystical sect and its ritualistic practice of hashish 

consumption into Iraq, Syria, and Egypt, where Sufism gained many adherents and 

especially from the lower classes.15 As Gabriel Nahas and Ahmad Khalifa have argued, the 

Muslim peasantry and laboring classes in these areas were attracted to Sufism's ascetic 

lifestyle and alternative religious ideas. And for some, the religious justification of hashish 

use provided a permissible and affordable vice, one similar to alcohol consumption among 

the Muslim elite.16  

 Hashish consumption continued to grow in popularity in Egypt and across the 

Islamic world through the 13th century. When Ibn al-Bayṭar al-Malaqi, a Spanish born 

botanist and physician, traveled to Egypt in 1227 he encountered many Egyptian Sufis, 

called fakirs, eating and smoking hashish. In his travel journals, al-Bayṭar loathed this 

ubiquity of hashish consumption in Cairo, calling the habit "a revolting excrement" 

practiced by "men of the vilest class."17 "People who use it habitually," he continued, "have 

proved its pernicious effects; it enfeebles their minds by carrying them to manic affections, 

sometimes it even causes death...I recall having seen a time when men of the vilest class 

alone dared to eat it, still, they did not like the name of 'takers of hashish' applied to them."18 

Al-Bayṭar's observations reveal the extent to which hashish consumption had become an 

                                                
forbade it according to Islamic law. See G.G. Nahas, “Hashish and Islam," 817, and Nile Green, Sufism: A 
Global History (Malden, MA: Wiley Blackwell, 2012), 16. 
15Eric Geoffrey, Introduction to Sufism: The Inner Path of Islam (Bloomington, IN: World Wisdom, 2010); 
Nile Green, Sufism, 18-22; Franz Rosenthal, The Herb, 51-54; Nathan Weyl," Hashish and the Decline and 
Fall of Arab Civilization," Mankind Quarterly 16 (1975): 86. 
16 Rudi Matthee, "Alcohol in the Islamic Middle East: Ambivalence and Ambiguity," Past and Present 
222:9 (2014): 100-125; Franz Rosenthal, The Herb, 51-54; Ernest Abel, “Hashish and the Arabs,” 30; G.G. 
Nahas, “Hashish and Islam: 9th to 18th century,” 820-1; A.M. Khalifa, “Traditional Patters of Hashish Use 
in Egypt,” 198.  
17Quoted in G.G. Nahas, “Hashish and Islam: 9th to 18th century,” 818. 
18G.G. Nahas, “Hashish and Islam: 9th to 18th century,” 819.  
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issue of class, a dividing line in Egyptian society between a predominantly Sufi peasantry 

and Sunni ruling elite.19  

 This social and religious divide shaped legal discourse about hashish consumption 

and prohibition in Egypt and across the Islamic world into the next centuries. As Franz 

Rosenthal details in his excellent study, The Herb: Hashish versus Medieval Muslim 

Society (1971), hashish consumption became a controversial topic for Sunni jurists in the 

Mameluke Sultanate during the 14th and 15th centuries. Again, the Koran provided no 

explicit mention or prohibition of hashish consumption. Thus, as Rosenthal argues, Islamic 

jurists "had no occasion to talk about hashish unless and until it became a social problem 

that required legal attention regardless."20 As the number of hashish users increased among 

the poorer classes, the drug became a controversial topic for Sunni authorities concerned 

with the social and moral consequences of drug abuse. Starting in the 14th century, Sunni 

legal scholars increasingly pushed for hashish prohibition by broadening their 

interpretation of the term khmar to include all intoxicants and not just alcoholic beverages. 

Ibn Taymiyya, the most vocal and influential of these 14th century Sunni jurists, deemed 

hashish use analogous to drinking wine and thus argued that it should carry the same 

                                                
19 From 1174 to 1260 the Sunni Ayyubid dynasty ruled over Egypt and much of the Middle East. Saladin 
and his sons controlled their empire from Cairo until the Mongol invasions of the 1250s weakened their 
power, allowing a faction of slave-soldiers in the Ottoman army called the Mamelukes to take control of 
Egypt by 1260. The Mamelukes, meaning "bought men," were a tribe of Circassian slave-soldiers 
originally purchased by the Sultan during his campaigns in the Caucasus Mountains during the 1230s. The 
Mameluke's ruled Egypt from 1260 until Selim I and the Ottoman Empire defeated them in 1517. From 
1517 to the arrival of the French in 1798, the Sultante functioned as a titular ruler of Egypt and allowed the 
Mamelukes to act as feudal lords. Afaf Lutfi Al-Sayyid Marsot, A History of Egypt: From the Arab 
Conquest to the Present (Cambridge University Press, 2007), 31-34. For more on the history of the 
Mamelukes, see Jean Savant, Les Mamelouks de Napoléon (Paris: Clmann-Lévy, 1949); Jean Brunon, Les 
Mameluks d'Égypte. Les Mameluks de la Garde Imperiale (Marseilles: Collection R. & J. Brunon, 1963). 
20 Franz Rosenthal, The Herb, 102. 
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prohibition.21 Ibn Taymiyya, whose writings became the basis of hashish prohibition laws 

in modern Egypt, also argued that those who used hashish were non-believers, or kafir, and 

deserved the same punishment as kafir who consumed wine—a whipping of 40 to 80 lashes 

depending on the severity of the crime. By the turn of the 15th century, three of the four 

dominant schools of Sunni legal thought (Maliki, Shafi'i, and Hanabali) followed 

Taymiyya and declared hashish illegal according to Koranic law.22 

 As more and more jurists supported hashish prohibition during the 13th, 14th, and 

15th centuries, efforts to prohibit the production, sale, and consumption of hashish likewise 

increased. In 1266 AD the Mameluke King al-Zahir Babar decreed hashish consumption 

illegal in Cairo, ordered the gardens of Kafur (where the city's poor grew cannabis plants 

and produced and consumed hashish) destroyed, and threatened anyone caught cultivating, 

selling, or consuming the drug with imprisonment and de-teething. The threats and ban 

failed to slow hashish consumption in Caro, however, and numerous enterprising farmers 

outside city limits planted cannabis and soon replaced the urban market. Babar's successors 

at first allowed this cultivation and even taxed the sale of hashish. But tensions over the 

drug continued into the 14th century, erupting into scenes of violence and bloodshed. In 

1324 AD and then again in 1376 AD, Mameluke rulers declared hashish illegal and 

marched armies against cultivators of cannabis in the city's outskirts. In both instances the 

governors' military forces overwhelmed the farmers, burned their crops, and placed their 

                                                
21Ibn Taymiyya, Al-Fatwa al-kubra, vol. III, p. 424. Quoted and translated in Yasmin Hanani Mohd Safian, 
"An analysis on Islamic rules on drugs," 5. 
22Yasmin Hanani Mohd Safian, "An analysis on Islamic rules on drugs," 6-7; Gabriel G. Nahas, "Hashish 
and Drug Abuse in Egypt during the 19th and 20th Centuries," 429-432; and Franz Rosenthal, The Herb, 
98-112. 
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land under temporary martial law. And in 1378 the Cairo's Amir, Sudan Shaik-kuni, closed 

cafes known to sell hashish and arrested and publically tortured their proprietors.23 Despite 

the bans, however, hashish consumption remained a common practice in Egypt for 

centuries and especially among Sufi religious orders and the poorer classes.24  As the 

Egyptian historian Maqrizi wrote in 1436, hashish was "eaten openly and discussed 

candidly in the streets of Cairo, especially among the poor who claim the drug helps them 

escape their miserable condition." And over a century later, historian al-Tunis remarked 

that many peasants in Egypt used hashish, known throughout the region as the  "grass of 

the poor," to mimic the alcohol consumption of wealthier classes and briefly escape the 

hardships of life.25 

 Comparatively little opposition to hashish consumption marks Egyptian history 

between the 16th and 18th centuries. After the Ottoman Empire conquered Egypt in 1517, 

the Sultanate maintained nominal rule over the country and within twenty years 

empowered the Mamelukes to serve as proxy ruler for the empire. Through the 18th century, 

the Mameluke Beys spent the majority of their time feuding with one another for 

dominance and only rarely paid attention to cannabis cultivation or hashish use.26  As a 

                                                
23 Franz Rosenthal, The Herb, 136; Gabriel Nahas, "Hashish in Islam," 820-821; David T. Brown, 
Cannabis: The Genus Cannabis, 7-8. 
24G.G. Nahas, "Hashish and Drug Abuse in Egypt during the 19th and 20th Centuries," 428. 
25 Quoted in Gabriel G. Nahas, "Hashish in Islam," 821-822.  
26 These rare occasions of hashish prohibition in Ottoman-controlled Egypt took place in 1632 and 1725. In 
1632 the Ottoman Sultan, Murad IV, banned opium, wine, and hashish consumption and closed 
coffeehouses across the empire where these drugs were sold and consumed. And in 1725, a decree passed 
by the Sultan specifically forbade hashish, which, as the law stated, "lately is being smoked like tobacco." 
According to this law, those caught producing, selling, or consuming hashish faced exile, the galleys, 
imprisonment, or a public flogging. Marinos Sariyannis, "Law and Morality in Ottoman Society: The Case 
of Narcotic Substances," in The Ottoman Empire, the Balkans, the Greek Lands: Toward a Social and 
Economic History - Studies in Honor of John C. Alexander, eds. Elias Kolovos, Phokion Kotzageorgis, 
Sophia Laious and Marinos Sariyannis (Istanbul: The Isis Press, 2007), 315-316. Also see G.G. Nahas, 
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result, the drug remained a ubiquitous but controversial feature of everyday life in Egypt 

up through the arrival of Napoleon's soldiers on the shores of Alexandria in June of 1798. 

But, as this section has detailed, various prohibition initiatives and corresponding debates 

about the medicinal, psychological, religious, and socio-economic consequences of hashish 

consumption consistently mark the pre-contact, indigenous history of hashish in Egypt.  As 

in any civilization, drug use in the early modern Islamic world posed complex questions 

for lawmakers, doctors, and officials charged with prohibition enforcement.  To answer 

these questions, Muslim rulers and jurists in Egypt relied on centuries of evolving medical, 

religious and legal thought to make sense of hashish use and argue for or against prohibition 

measures. Comparable to the drug policies later passed by "modern" nations and empires 

of the white West, these prohibition measures often were rife with biases based on race, 

religion, and class, maintaining or further solidifying extant hierarchies in Egypt's Islamic 

society. Thus far from uncivilized, backward, or barbaric, both drug use and drug 

prohibition in Egypt in the millennium leading up to Napoleon's invasion in 1798 must be 

understood within the historical context of an evolving Islamic civilization and its influence 

on Egyptian society.  

 

Orientalizing Hashish in Early Modern France 

 

 But when Napoleon Bonaparte and his Armée d’Orient of over 40,000 landed near 

Alexandria in July of 1798, the French possessed little understanding of or interest in the 

                                                
"Hashish and Drug Abuse in Egypt during the 19th and 20th Centuries," 420; and A.M. Khalifa, 
“Traditional Patters of Hashish Use in Egypt,” 190-194.  
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complex history of hashish use and prohibition in Egyptian society and across the Islamic 

world. In fact, most of what the French knew in the late 18th century about Egypt, its people, 

and their cultures derived largely from invented and exoticized ideas of "the Orient" and 

"Arabs" propagated in European art, fashion, literature, and even academic scholarship.27  

Through these mediums 18th-century French artists, writers, and scholars often portrayed 

the Islamic world as barbaric, static, undeveloped, and uncivilized—in short, as an 

antithesis to Europe's enlightened and rapidly progressing civilization.  

  In his canonical works Orientalism (1978) and Culture and Imperialism (1994), 

Edward Said analyzed the historical processes through which Europeans artists, writers, 

and scholars fabricated ideas and images of an uncivilized Orient to help justify their 

countries' imperial projects in the Middle East during the 19th and 20th centuries.28 For 

Said, Orientalism is best defined as "a created body of theory and practice, which for many 

generations has been a system of knowledge about the Orient, an accepted grid for filtering 

the Orient into Western consciousness."29 Said believed this created body of theory and 

practice took on three main forms: as an academic discipline focused on acquiring and 

disseminating knowledge about the Orient; as a popularly accepted idea about the 

epistemological difference between the "civilized" Occident and "barbaric" Orient; and as 

an institutional force that justifies the West's authority over the Orient. According to Said 

                                                
27 Lisa Lowe, "Rereadings in Orientalism: Oriental Inventions and Inventions of the Orient in 
Montesquieu's Lettres persanes," Cultural Critique No. 15 (Spring 1990): 115-143; Ina Baghdiantz 
McCabe, Orientalism in Early Modern France: Eurasian Trade, Exoticism, and the Ancien Regime 
(Oxford and New York: Berg, 2008); Nicholas Dew, Orientalism in Louis XIV's France (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2009). 
28Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1978) and Culture and Imperialism (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1994). 
29Edward Said, Orientalism, 2, 7. 
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"the Orient was almost a European invention, and had been since antiquity a place of 

romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and landscapes, and remarkable experiences."  

 Though flawed and ideologically driven, Said’s theses shed light on French 

preconceptions of the Orient and hashish in the early modern period. What the French knew 

about the Arab world and hashish before the arrival of Napoleon's Armée d’Orient in Egypt 

in June of 1798 predominantly derived from European produced literature, travel narratives, 

and art that constructed the Orient as the barbaric "other" of the enlightened Occident and 

correspondingly portrayed hashish as a drug used by violent savages. Arguably the most 

famous French text from the early modern era that framed hashish in this way was Antoine 

Galland's Les Mille et Une Nuits, or The Thousand and One Nights. Published in Paris in 

twelve volumes between 1704 and 1717, Galland's Les Nuits for the first time introduced 

European readers to the tales of "Sindbad le Marin," "Aladdin et la Lampe merveilleuse", 

and "Ali-Baba et les quarante voleurs."30 Galland, who served as first secretary to the 

French Ambassadors to Constantinople during the 1670s and 1680s and later as Professor 

of Arabic at the Collège Royale during the early 1700s, based his translations on several 

Arabic manuscripts he acquired during his travels, most notably Alf Leyla wa Leyla, as well 

as on tales he heard from locals along the way. Though numerous translations of Alf Leyla 

wa Leyla appeared across Europe during the 18th and 19th centuries, Galland's translations 

from the early 18th century and the numerous reprints of his work captured the bulk of 

                                                
30 Les mille et une nuit, contes arabes, trans. Antoine Galland, Tomes 1-12. [Hereafter Les Nuits]. The 
original editions were published in Paris between 1704 and 1717 and are available for consultation at the 
BnF. Reprints from the early 19th century are available online through gallica.bnf.fr For more on Antoine 
Galland and the history of his translations, see M. Mahdi, The Thousand and One Nights (Leiden: Brill, 
1995), 11-50; Jorge Luis Borges, "The Translators of The Thousand and One Nights," trans. by Esther 
Allen, in The Translation Studies Reader, ed. Lawrence, Venuti (London and New York: Routledge, 2000), 
92-109. 
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readership on the continent through the turn of 20th century. As Jorge Luis Bourges argued, 

"The most famous and eloquent encomiums of Les Nuits....are from readers of Galland's 

translation. Two hundred years and ten better translations have passed but the man in 

Europe or the Americas who thinks of the Thousand and One Nights thinks, invariably, of 

this first translation."31  

 An exemplar of the belle infidels literary tradition of 18th century France, Galland's 

Les Nuits offered a sanitized translation of the Arabic tales considered more suitable to the 

tastes of "civilized" French readers.32 Despite the numerous omissions and revisions––

what Galland termed "improvements"––in Les Nuits, a story about cannibals and hashish 

managed to slip through the literary sieve of the etiquette-conscious translator.33 The story 

occupies a central position within the broader narrative of Sindbad the Sailor, a character 

based on a Persian merchant and adventurer who lived in Baghdad during the Abbasid 

Caliphate (8th century AD). During his fourth voyage (of seven), bad weather forces 

Sindbad and his crew to land their vessel on an island inhabited by black-skinned cannibals 

who proceed to capture and imprison the trespassing adventurers. The "blacks" (les noirs) 

then force Sindbad and his men to eat "a certain grass" (une certaine herbe) which robbed 

                                                
31 Jorge Luis Borges, "The Translators of The Thousand and One Nights," 93. 
32 The Belles Infidèles was a name given to French translators of Arabic texts during the late 17th and 18th 
centuries, such as Nicolas Perrot d'Ablancourt, Loius Giry, Pierre Perrin, and Antoine Galland, that 
employed a method of free translation involving edits, omissions and revisions aimed at producing a piece 
of literature more accustomed to the 18th century French language and culture. Galland, for example, 
omitted stories that focused on harems and other erotic subject matter found in several of his Arabic 
manuscripts. See Henri von Hoof, Histoire de la traduction en Occident: France, Grande-Bretage, 
Allemagne, 48-49; Said Faiq, Cultural Encounters in Translation; Routledge Encyclopedia of Translation 
Studies, ed. Mona Baker et al., 441-2; Christiane Damien, "Les mille et une nuits: la belle infidele," Paper 
delivered at XI Congresso Internacional da ABRALIC in Sao Paulo in July of  2008. Available at 
[:www.abralic.org.br/download/anaiseventos/cong2008/AnaisOnline/simposios/pdf/063/CHRISTIANE_D
AM IEN .pdf]. 
33 Mahdi, The Thousand and One Nights, 30. Jorge Luis Bouges, "The Translators of The Thousand and 
One Nights, 93. 



 15 

them of their senses and induced insatiable waves of hunger, which the cannibals were 

happy to address with endless portions of rice and coconut.34 Sindbad, however, caught on 

to his captors' cannibalistic plans and refrained from eating the grass and food so as to 

maintain his wits and appear thin and unappetizing. Sindbad's plan worked. After the 

cannibals ate his intoxicated, gluttonous crew, Sindbad managed to escape his cage and 

make for the coast where he waved down a passing boat that shuttled him off to his next 

adventure.35  

 The tale of Sindbad the Sailor and his encounter with black-skinned cannibals and 

psychoactive grass is one of the earliest "Orientalized" portrayals of hashish in popular 

French literature. Firstly, one can argue that Galland used the term, herbe, as a direct and 

faithful translation of the Arabic term for hashish, حشیش, meaning "grass." Though 

impossible to verify—as Galland's original Arabic manuscript containing the story of 

Sinbad is lost to time36—it stands to reason that Galland correctly and faithfully translated 

the Arabic term for hashish as the French term herbe in Les Nuits. Secondly, Galland's 

translation portrays this mystical grass as a key component of a cannibalistic plot hatched 

by dark-skinned savages. This literary framing embedded the certaine herbe and its 

psychoactive effects within a growing discourse about the Orient that highlighted 

barbarism, incivility, and racial otherness. Furthermore, the psychoactive effects of 

                                                
34 In French, herbe is more often used in reference to "grass" than to "herbs" or "spices", which are known 
as épices.  
35Les Nuits, Tome II, trans. Antoine Galland (Paris, 1705). 
36The original story of Sindbad the Sailor came from a different source than the rest of the tales. Galland 
acquired a manuscript containing the tale of Sindbad during this travels as secretary to the French 
Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire in the 1670s and 1680s. He did not receive a copy of Alf Leyla wa 
Leyla, which contained the bulk of the other tales, until 1701 or 1702 in Paris. Using his style of free 
translation common of les belle infidèles, Galland reorganized the tales in Alf Leyla wa Leyla and wrote the 
story of Sinbad into his translation of Les Nuits. See Mahdi, The Thousand and One Nights, 30; and Jorge 
Luis Bourges, "The Translators of The Thousand and One Nights, 94-95. 
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Galland's herbe mirrored those of les grains ou feuilles de chanvre, "the seeds or leaves of 

cannabis", an intoxicant already known to several French adventurers and pharmacologists 

as early as the reign of Louis XIV. 37  For example, Jean-Baptiste Tavernier—a gem 

merchant and adventurer who lived during the Sun King's reign—wrote in 1676 about his 

encounters in Persia (modern-day Iran) with a strong drug made from the leaves of 

cannabis (feuilles de chanvre) called bengué (presumably "bhang").38 Tavernier described 

the drug as a "strong and bitter drink...made from the flowers of hemp mixed with other 

intoxicants to make it more potent." "Though forbidden by law," the adventurer continued, 

"it is hard to find a Persian who has not consumed this drink...which often induces 

delusions and fits of furry."39 The French, of course, had known of chanvre, or hemp, for 

centuries and by the 17th century relied heavily on hemp fiber to meet their navy's 

unremitting need for ropes and sails.40 But it was not until the late 17th and early 18th 

centuries that French texts began to mention intoxicating byproducts of chanvre, such as 

bang, keif, or hachich.41 And when they did, they, much as Tavernier and Galland, almost 

                                                
37 During the 18th and 19th centuries, French writers used the term “chanvre” to designate the Cannabis 
Sativa plant cultivated in Europe to produce hemp, but they also used “chanvre” when talking about hemp 
itself. “Hachich” signified the intoxicating preparations made from cannabis native to the Orient, which 
Europeans later denoted as an altogether separate plant species called Cannabis Indica. 
38Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, Les six voyages de Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, qu'il a fait en Turquie, en Perse, et 
aux Indes, Tome I (Paris: G. Clouzier et C. Barbin, 1676), 646.  
39Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, Les six voyages de Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, 646-647.  
40An average vessel in the French fleet during the reign of Louis XIV used roughly 60 to 80 tons of hemp 
rope and 5 to 6 tons of hemp sail every year. An increase in demand and international competition for hemp 
in the mid 17th century convinced Louis XIV in 1666 to establish a Corderie Royale associated with the 
arsenal of Rouchefort-sur-Mer on the Atlantic coast of Southwestern France.  Louis XIV tasked Jean-
Baptiste Colbert, the famed finance minister, with heading the Corderie Royale and ensuring constant 
supplies of hemp for manufacturing rope and sails at Rouchefort-sur-Mer. And a vast majority of this hemp 
was grown in France in the regions of Anjou and Brittany. For more on the history of hemp in France and 
the work of the Corderie Royale, see Didier Georget, L'Arsenal de Rochefort, Muséenational de la Marine 
(Les Carnets de Bord, 2008); and Pierre Bitaubé, Corderie Royale de Rochefort (CIM, 1985). 
41 And many of these first texts in France to mention intoxicants produced from cannabis were in Latin, 
such as Prosperi Alpini, De Plantis Ægypti Liber (P. Frambitti, 1640), 261; and Englbert Kaempfer 
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always embedded their discussions of the intoxicating varieties of chanvre within 

narratives of Oriental barbarism and incivility.  

 One also encounters these "Orientalized" depictions of hashish in 18th century 

French travel literature, including in such notable works as Carsten Niebuhr's Description 

de L'Arabie, Faite sur des observations propres et des avis recueillis dans les lieux mêmes 

(1774) and Charles-Nicolas-Sigisbert Sonninni de Manoncourt's Voyage dans la haute et 

basse Egypte (1798). Carsten Niebuhr, a German-born adventurer and cartographer, 

traveled to Egypt, Arabia, and Syria in the 1760s with a scientific expedition sponsored by 

the Danish monarch, Frederick V. 42  This six-man expedition, which was the only 

expedition of its kind from Scandinavia or the German states during the 18th century, set 

out to scientifically rediscover the lands and Semitic cultures described in the Bible's Old 

Testament.43 Niebuhr, the sole survivor of the expedition, returned home to Copenhagen 

in 1767, where he delivered his and his fallen companion's findings to the new King of 

Denmark, Christian VII. Several years later Niebuhr published an account of his travels in 

Copenhagen in 1774, and Ferdinand-Louis Mourier published a French translation in 

                                                
Amoenitatum exoticarum (Lemgoviae: H.W. Meyeru, 1712), 645; also see Jean Chardin, Journal du voyage 
du Chevalier Chardin en Perse Tome 3 (Paris, 1811 [1686]), 302. 
42 The standard biography of Carsten Niebuhr remains his son B.G. Niebuhr's The Life of Carsten Niebuhr, 
the Oriental Traveler, translated from the German by Prof. Robinson (Edinburgh: Thomas Clark, 1836). For 
a recent reevaluation of Niebuhr's life and travels, see Josef Wisehofer and Stephan Conermann, eds. Carsten 
Niebuhr 1733-1815, und seine Zeit (Stuttgart: F. Steiner, 2002); and Ib Friis, Michael Harbsmeier and Jergen 
Bæk Simonsen, eds., "Early Scientific Expeditions and Local Encounters. New Perspectives on Carsten 
Niebuhr and 'The Arabian Journey,'" Proceedings of a Symposium on the Occasion of the 250th Anniversary 
of the Royal Danish Expedition to Arabia Felix," Scientia Danica. Series H, Humanistica 4, Vol. 2 (2013), 
1-253. 
43 The expedition’s six members included a philologist, a botanist/zoologist, a cartographer (Niebuhr), a 
physician, a professional artist, and a porter—two Germans, two Swedes and two Danes. Niebuhr was the 
only member to survive the journey; the rest of Niebuhr's companions succumbed to malaria in 1764. For 
more detail on the goals of the exhibition, see Michael C. Carhart, The Science of Culture in Enlightenment 
Germany (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 36-48; and Roger H. Guichard, Niebuhr in 
Egypt: European Science in a Biblical World (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2013), 1-35. 
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Amsterdam the same year that quickly gained readership in France.44 

 In Description de L'Arabie, Neibuhr detailed the geography, governments, 

militaries, religious practices, languages, and cultures of the various regions and peoples 

of the Arabian Peninsula he encountered during his expedition.45 Though some scholars 

credit Neibuhr with having an "open mind" absent of "preconceptions or credulity that 

characterized much of the traditional European approach" to the Orient at this time,46 his 

description of hashish consumption in Egypt and across the Arabian peninsula connected 

the drug to European stereotypes of Oriental irrationality and violence. In a section of his 

second volume that discussed the "Food of Arabs," Niebuhr introduced the reader to 

hashish, which he described as "a sort of grass (sorte d'herbe)...made from the flowers of 

cannabis " and used predominantly by the Arabian poor.47 He went on to recount how one 

of the native servants he hired for the expedition smoked hashish and became so irrationally 

bold and violent that he arbitrarily attacked four soldiers in the street. "One of the soldiers 

gave the servant a sound beating and returned him to our house. Despite this little setback," 

Niebuhr continued, "one couldn't tranquilize the servant who continued to believe himself 

invincible." 48  Though a casual observation tucked between detailed descriptions of 

customary meals and traditional living arrangements, Niebuhr's story about his hashish-

smoking servant—much like the depiction of hashish in the story of Sindbad from 

                                                
44 Many European adventurers who traveled to Egypt and the Arabian Peninsula after Niebuhr, including 
Napoleon and his Army of the Orient in 1798, relied on Neibuhr's descriptions and maps to plan their 
voyages and military expeditions.  See Lawrence J. Black, "'A Practical Skill that Was Without Equal': 
Carsten Niebuhr and the Navigational Astronomy of the Arabian Journey, 1761-7," The Mariner's Mirror 
99:2 (April 2013): 138-152. 
45 Carsten Niebuhr, Description de l'Arabie faites sur des observations propres et des avis recueillis dans 
les mêmes, 2 Tomes, trad. Ferdiand-Louis Mourier (S.J. Baalde: Amsterdam, 1774). 
46 Roger H. Guichard, Niebuhr in Egypt, xi. 
47Carsten Niebuhr, Description de l'Arabie, T. 1, 50. 
48Carsten Niebuhr, Description de l'Arabie, T. 1, 51. 
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Galland's translation of Les Nuits—connected the consumption of hashish to acts of 

violence and irrationality. Furthermore, the story failed to engage the deeper social or 

religious dynamics possibly at work within this moment of conflict and instead normalized 

the episode, presenting it as a typical encounter with drug-induced lunacy in the Arab world.  

 In his 1798 publication Voyage dans la haute et basse Egypte, Alsatian adventurer 

and naturalist Charles-Nicolas-Sigisbert Sonnini de Manoncourt similarly connected 

hashish consumption to ideas of Oriental irrationality and exotic otherness.49 The son of a 

Italian-born petit noblesse (lower noble), Sonnini earned the equivalent of a doctoral degree 

in natural sciences at the age of 15, briefly studied law in Strasbourg, and then served as a 

marine engineer in French Guyane during the early 1770s.50 After several voyages to South 

America, Sonnini returned to France and received a commission from Louis XVI to join 

an expedition to Egypt led by Baron de Tott, a Hungarian-born nobleman and mercenary.51 

Though the French government publically declared the mission scientific in nature, the 

expedition's secret task was to conduct reconnaissance and determine the viability of 

establishing a French colony in the region. The demands of the Russo-Turkish War (1768-

1774) significantly weakened Ottoman control in North Africa, and many within the 

French court believed Egypt a valuable edition—geopolitically, commercially, and 

symbolically—to the French Empire, which was still reeling from the recent loss of New 

France after the Seven Years' War. To further hide the expedition's imperialistic intentions, 

                                                
49 Charles-Nicolas-Sigisbert Sonnini de Manoncourt, Voyage dans la haute basse Egypte: fait par ordre de 
l'ancien gouvernement et contenant des observations de tous genres, 4 Tomes. (Paris: F. Buisson, 1798).  
50Sophie Linon-Chipon et Daniela Vaj (dir.) Relations Savantes: Voyages et Discours Scientifiques (Paris: 
PU Paris Sorbonne, 2006), 51-55. 
51Ferenc Tóth, « Un Hongrois en Égypte avant Napoléon. La mission secrète du Baron de Tott », Revue 
historique des armées, 270 (2013): 14-22. 
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the French foreign ministry rounded out the team with two additional scientists and the 

famed Orientalist, Jean-Michel Venture de Paradis, who later served as Napoleon's 

personal interpreter during the Egyptian Campaign.52  

 The expedition's secret imperialistic goals coupled with the chaos of the French 

Revolution led to a 20-year delay in the publication of Sonnini's Voyage dans la haute et 

basse Egypt. When it finally appeared in the spring of 1798, the 4-volume work became 

enormously popular, and its popularity in France and across Europe only grew as a result 

of Napoleon's Egyptian Campaign, which began that summer. In the third volume of 

Voyage, Sonnini meticulously detailed Egypt's flora and fauna and praised the "now 

extinct" civilization that once flourished in the region. Despite the praise, however, he often 

wrote disparagingly of Egypt’s contemporary inhabitants, describing them as a "thieving" 

people with "barbarous" cultural practices.53  

Sonnini's descriptions of cannabis and hashish consumption in Egypt figured 

prominently in this condemnation of contemporary Egyptian society as backward and 

uncivilized. His travelogue detailed the various methods used by Egyptians to produce and 

consume this "exotic drug." He observed many "poor Egyptians" eating a hashish-infused 

"jam made from honey, pepper, and nutmeg" called dawamesk to "alleviate their misery." 

Others simply smoked cannabis leaves or seeds to achieve the same euphoric escape. "All 

of these preparations, " Sonnini continued, "are known by the same Arabic term, haschisch, 

which means grass (l'herbe) and the consumption of this grass is considerable across the 

                                                
52 For more on the Tott Expedition, see Francois Charles-Roux, Le projet française de conquête de l'Égypte 
sous le règne de Louis XVI (Le Caire: 1929) and Christophe Farnaud, Culture et politique: la mission 
secrète du baron de Tott au Levant (1776-1779), Mémoire de maîtrise préparé sous la direction de Jean 
Meyer, Université de Paris-Sorbonne (Paris IV), 1988. 
53 Sonnini de Manoncourt, Voyage dans la haute basse Egypte, T. 3, 32, 44. 
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Orient."54  

Much as Galland, Tavernier, and Neibuhr, Sonnini fixed these depictions of hashish 

use in Egypt to a European-produced stereotype of Oriental otherness, barbarism, and 

irrationality. In his travelogue he argued that the biological characteristics of cannabis 

native to Egypt exhibited a botanical distinctiveness to those cultivated in Europe for the 

production of hemp. “Although the cannabis of Egypt much resembles our own,” he wrote,  

it nevertheless differs by some characteristics that appear to constitute a 
 particular species. When carefully comparing Egypt’s hemp with that of 
 Europe, we note that its stem is much lower; that it acquires in size what it 
 lacks in height, as the base of  the plant is rather that of a shrub whose trunk 
 often was no more than two thumbs in girth with numerous, alternating 
 branches…Its leaves are also less narrow and less jagged. The whole plant 
 gives off a strong odor, and the fruits/flowers are smaller and at the same 
 time more numerous than in the species of Europe.55 

 
These phenotypical distinctions between cannabis cultivated in Egypt and Europe, for 

Sonnini, indicated that the two plants were in fact separate species, thus explaining the 

unique psychoactive properties of hashish produced from the Oriental variety.  

Interestingly, French biologists working in the late 18th century shared this idea that 

Oriental and Occidental varieties of cannabis were specially distinct, or polytypic. After 

studying samples of cannabis from India delivered to him by the botanist-explorer Pierre 

Sonnerat, French biologist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck concluded in 1783 that cannabis from 

the Orient was distinct enough to be classified as a separate species from cannabis grown 

in Europe, known as Cannabis Sativa.56 Lamarck called this new species Canabis Indica 

                                                
54 Sonnini de Manoncourt, Voyage dans la haute basse Egypte, T. 3, 105. 
55 Sonnini de Manoncourt, Voyage dans la haute basse Egypte, T. 3, 105-6. 
56 Jean Baptiste Pierre Antoine de Monet de Lamarck, Encyclopédique de botanique, Tome 1 (Paris, 1783), 
695.  
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and argued that unlike Cannabis Sativa, which is “cultivated for reasons of utility” in 

Europe, this new species is principally used in the Orient to “stun the brain, disturb the 

mind, and achieve a species of drunkenness that obliterates sorrow and gives a kind of 

gaiety.” Sonnini echoed this sentiment and similarly reported that hashish consumption 

"annihilated" Egyptians' capacity to think rationally and unlike alcohol—the social drug of 

choice for French civilization—hashish transformed Egyptians into soulless drones. 

"Instead of intoxicating liquors," he wrote, "Arabs and Egyptians compose a variety of 

preparations from cannabis that produce a sweet intoxication, a reverie that provides gaiety 

and agreeable dreams. This species [of cannabis] annihilates the faculty of thinking...and 

fatigues the soul and thus has no relation to the intoxication caused by wine or strong drink. 

And our language has no words to express this voluptuous sort of delicious stupor."57 The 

otherness of Cannabis Indica and its byproduct hashish was so severe, he contended, that 

the French language contained no words to make sense of or give meaning to such a state 

of intoxication. By positioning the Egyptian culture of hashish consumption—a culture 

deeply rooted in the complex socio-religious web of the Islamic world—outside of reason 

and language, Sonnini falsely depicted hashish as uncivilized and thus as an exemplar of 

Oriental barbarism.  

 There is much confusion and debate, even today, concerning the scientific 

taxonomy of cannabis. From the middle 18th century through modern time, the polytypic 

concept has dominated Western scientific and popular perceptions of cannabis. In other 

words, scientists and laypeople alike believed and generally still believe that there are three 

                                                
57Sonnini de Manoncourt, Voyage dans la haute basse Egypte, T. 3, 104-105. 
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distinct species of the genus cannabis: Cannabis Sativa, Canabis Indica, and Cannabis 

Ruderalis. In 1753 Swedish biologist Carl Linneaus first classified cannabis grown for 

hemp in Europe as Cannabis Sativa; Lamarck, as discussed above, classified Oriental 

strains as Cannabis Indica in 1783; and in 1924 a Russian biologist called Janischewsky 

proffered a third species based on his study of “weedy” strains in the Russian steppe, what 

he called Cannabis Ruderalis. This belief in three species of cannabis has shaped scientific 

and popular perceptions of the plant for the last two and half centuries, and, as in the above 

writings of Sonnini, allowed analysts to speak of each sub-species as a pure type with 

essential characteristics (i.e. Cannabis Sativa grown in Europe is naturally more useful and 

used industriously by Europeans to produce hemp; whereas Cannabis Indicia native to the 

Orient is naturally psychoactive, unfit for hemp production, and instead used by Orientals 

to escape and the misery of their barbarism). But a 2014 study by researcher Dr. John 

McParlant challenged this traditional tri-partite division of cannabis, arguing that DNA 

testing showed that Cannabis Indica and Cannabis Sativa were genetically speaking the 

same species.58 Thus our current notions of competing species and strains of marijuana 

arguably stem more from the civilizational biases and corresponding theories of biological-

determinism held by 18th and 19th scientists than from actual distinctions at the genetic 

level. 

 

                                                
58 See William A. Emboden, “Cannabis: A Polytypic Genus,” Economic Botany 28:3 (Jul.-Sep., 1974): 
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Paris: Mouton Publishers, 1975), 21-38; Geoff Watts, “Cannabis Confusions,” BMJ 332:7534 (21 January 
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Conclusion 

 As this section has demonstrated, numerous adventurers, scientists, and literati in 

18th century France routinely depicted hashish consumption as a quintessential marker of 

Oriental savagery and irrationality. Whether described as a "special grass" used by African 

cannibals to stupefy and fatten their prey or as an intoxicant derived from a biologically 

distinct variety of cannabis cultivated and used by Muslims to "annihilate their faculty of 

thinking" and escape the depravity of their existence, hashish in Egypt and across the 

Middle East by the late 18th century became a permanent feature of what Edward Said 

called "Europe's collective day-dream of the Orient" as wholly savage.59 During the 18th 

century and into the 19th, French adventurers and writers crafted this collective daydream 

of an irrational, sinful, and barbaric Orient in purposeful contradistinction to the ideal of a 

rational, virtuous, and civilized Occident. And from its earliest appearance in Galland's Les 

Nuits through its frequent mentions in the travel writings of Niebuhr and Sonnini, the 

fabricated stereotype of hashish consumption in Egypt and across the Middle East served 

as symbolic shorthand for the barbarism and backwardness of an imagined Arabo-Islamic 

World.    

 While Said's thesis about orientalism largely rings true for the pre-contact history 

of hashish in France, historical events set in motion after Napoleon's invasion of Egypt in 

June of 1798 demand a theoretical lens more sensitive to the complexity and fluidity of 

Europe's imperial encounter with the Middle East. In the three decades since the 

publication of Orientalism, scholars in multiple disciplines have pointed out this lack of 

                                                
59 V.G. Kiernan quoted by Edward Said, Orientalism, 53. 



 25 

nuance in Said's work and have pushed back against his hypotheses about the West's efforts 

to "essentialize" the Orient and Arab cultures for imperial purposes. For some scholars, 

such as Malcolm Kerr, Bernard Lewis, Ernest Gellner, and Ibn Warraq, Said's analysis at 

best offers a selective history of the West's encounter with the East and at worst propagates 

a sheer fabrication motivated by Said's personal politics.60 For historian Bernard Lewis—

a scholar Said explicitly attacked in his 1978 work as an "Establishment" Orientalist—

Said's book amounted to nothing more than character assassination and ideologically 

driven "word pollution." Malcolm Kerr, famed professor from the University of Beirut, 

similarly challenged Said for letting his contemporary political agenda guide his academic 

inquiries. Kerr acknowledged that Said's work needed to be written because it helped reveal 

preconceptions and biases routinely present in Western scholarship on the Arab world. But 

like Lewis, Kerr charged Said with perpetrating an unwarranted attack on an entire 

academic discipline and with producing a "caricature" rather than an objective 

historiography of Western Orientalists and their work. Recent critics of Said's theories, and 

most notably Ibn Warraq, continue to unravel the arguments of Orientalism. And while 

many of the critiques are warranted, Said's ideas remain relevant today and serve as the 

basis (or foil) for numerous academic studies on interactions between Western Europe and 

the Arab world.61
 

                                                
60 Malcolm Kerr, "Review of Edward Said's Orientalism," International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 
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 One area of academic research that continues to engage Said's ideas about the 

processes and consequences of Orientalism is the study of French imperial history. 

Scholars of French fashion, cinema, art, and literature have led the way in this regard, 

producing numerous studies of France's interactions with and depictions of the Arab world 

since the early modern era.62 Some of these studies, such as Todd Porterfield's The Allure 

of Empire: Art in the Service of French Imperialism, 1798-1836, build on Said's thesis and 

demonstrate the significant extent to which French artists and intellectuals helped to 

perpetuate and justify the nation's imperial projects in the Middle East. Other studies, more 

aware of the faults in Said's rigid condemnation of the West, present a more nuanced 

history of France's historical encounter with Arab cultures. Ina Baghdiantz McCabe's 

Orientalism in Early Modern France, for example, examines the influence of Eurasian 

trade on French Orientalists from the 16th century through the end of the 18th century. Her 

work reveals that far from an academic accomplice to imperial conquest, French 

Orientalists did more to incorporate newly discovered knowledge from the East into French 

science than they did to impose fledgling ideas of Western "civilization" on an 
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"uncivilized" Arab world. "Early Orientalism had an immense impact on French culture 

and on French institutions, not on the 'Orient.' If the Orient was an object of study," 

McCabe argues, "it was France that was the subject of transformations. France shaped itself 

while engaging the world."63 Ian Coller's Arab France similarly challenges the "Manichean 

binary" between East and West established by Said and shows how a largely forgotten 

coterie of Egyptian immigrants who arrived in France after Napoleon's invasion of Egypt 

had established by 1807 an "Egypto-Oriental colony" in the heart of Paris.64 Coller's study 

reveals how numerous Egyptian refuges, including Elias Pharaon, Micha'il Sabbagh, and 

Rufa'il Zakhur, rose to positions of prominence in the imperial bureaucracy of Napoleon's 

France. Zakhur even became a professor of Arabic at the École des Langues Orientales and 

Sabbagh the curator of Arabic manuscripts at the Bibliotheque Impériale.  Thus far from 

the one-sided "scientific appropriation of one culture by another" described by Said, the 

historical encounter between imperial France and the Arab world often involved a much 

more complex and reciprocal exchange of ideas, beliefs, and even ways of life. 

 Writing the history of hashish in the French Empire requires a similarly nuanced 

understanding of the historical encounter between imperial France and the Arab world. As 

this section has demonstrated, what the French knew about the Arab world and hashish 

before the arrival of Napoleon's Armée d’Orient in Egypt in June of 1798 predominantly 

derived from European-produced literature and travel writing that routinely constructed the 

Orient as the barbaric "other" of the enlightened Occident and correspondingly portrayed 

hashish as a drug used by violent savages or abused by lazy, irrational mendicants. 
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However, once Napoleon and his army arrived in Egypt and attempted to fashion there a 

"Sister Republic" similar to those created during the previous 4 years on continental Europe, 

the French did not simply impose their ideas of civilization by force onto a passive 

Egyptian populace. Rather, the French serving in Napoleon's Army of the Orient often 

included Egyptians in the imperial administration and even attempted to integrate aspects 

of indigenous Egyptian cultures into their own lives and political culture, including hashish 

consumption and prohibition. The history of drugs and prohibition in modern France is 

thus as much a story of circularity and fluidity as it is imperial hegemony. 
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CHAPTER 2: JACQUE-FRANÇOIS ABDALLAH MENOU, CREOLIZATION, 

AND THE FIRST ANTI-CANNABIS LAW IN FRENCH HISTORY 

 

 Peoples of Egypt, you will be told that I have come to destroy your religion; 

 do not  believe it! Reply that I have come to restore your rights, to punish 

 the usurpers, and that more than the Mamluks I respect Allah, his Prophet, 

 and the Quran.       –Napoleon Bonaparte (1799) 

 

 I have received serious complaints about soldiers mistreating native 

 inhabitants. What! You are republicans and you are not generous! You are 

 French and you would be barbarians! Ah! I want to believe these insults 

 and excesses delivered by many of you are the result of intoxication. The 

 intoxicated man is nothing but a frantic, who succumbs to all impulses, and 

 who can commit the most horrible crimes. [...] The Egyptians today are 

 French; they are our brothers. Please respect the elderly; please respect 

 the women; please be moral.      –Jacques-François Abdallah Menou (1800) 

    

Introduction 

 

 In late June of 1798, Napoleon Bonaparte landed a force of 35,000 French soldiers 

and auxiliaries on the shores of Alexandria. Within two months, the up-and-coming general 

and his Armée d'Orient defeated the Mameluke Beys, who had controlled Egypt for the 

Ottoman Sultanate since the early 16th century, and established a Sister Republic in the 

Nile Delta that remained in power for over three years. The French expedition to Egypt, 

justified by the National Assembly as a dual attempt to challenge British domination in the 

East and to liberate Egyptians from Ottoman despotism, marked the first mass engagement 

of a European military force in the Arab/Islamic world since the crusades of the 13th 

century. The Egyptian Campaign thus provided the first opportunity for a large group of 

French citizens, in this case the 35,000 soldiers, officers and auxiliaries, to personally 

encounter and engage the “exotic and savage Orient” described by French travel writers 

and literati throughout the 18th century. 
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 This first modern meeting between the Occident and the Orient is important for our 

story because it was during the French expedition to Egypt that Europeans first encountered 

and appropriated the culture of hashish consumption prominent among Egypt's Muslim 

peasantry and Sufi devotees. In fact, hashish consumption among French troops grew by 

October of 1800 into such a widespread problem that the Général en Chef of the Army of 

the Orient issued a colony-wide prohibition ordering all cafés that sold the intoxicant to be 

closed immediately and threatening anyone caught producing, selling, or using hashish 

with a hefty fine and two months imprisonment.
1
 Unfortunately, the historical records of 

the Army of the Orient housed at the Service Historique de la Défense and the Archives 

Nationales reveal little about the implementation or popular reception of this law during 

the 10 months the French remained in Egypt from October of 1800 until their surrender 

and departure in September of 1801.
2
 But from the sources that do remain, and namely the 

myriad memoirs written and published after the events by French officers and Egyptian 

notables, we confidently can infer that the prohibition of October 1800 did little to arrest 

hashish use in Egypt and even less to prevent French soldiers, medical officers, and savants 

from experimenting with the drug or from bringing samples back to metropolitan France 

after the expedition. 

                                                
1
 Jacques "Abdallah" Menou, "Ordre du Jour de 16 Vendémiaire An 9" (8 October 1800), Service 

Historique de la Défense, Chateau de Vincennes, Paris, France (hereafter SHD), Dossier B6 "Armée 

d'Orient," Fichier 59.  
2
 The bulk of materials on the Egyptian Campaign and the Armée d'Orient can be found in the files of 
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 For most historians of intoxicants in the Western world, the hashish ban of October 

1800 marks the first drug prohibition measure of the modern era and thus the starting point 

for histories of drugs and prohibition in France and Europe in general. But much like the 

fantastic stories of hashish use in the Orient published in France during the 18th century, 

recent historical studies of drugs in France and Europe suffer their own "silences" and 

misrepresentations and particularly in their telling of this first, crucial encounter between 

the French and hashish during Napoleon's famed Egyptian campaign. For nearly a century, 

scholars and amateur historians alike have told their readers, quite incorrectly it turns out, 

that in October of 1800 Napoleon Bonaparte personally passed the official ban on hashish 

across Egypt after learning and observing the rampant use of the drug among his rank and 

file.
3
 But in October of 1800, Napoleon was neither in Egypt nor was he the ranking 

General in Chief of the French Army of the Orient. Unable to build a viable Islamic Sister 

Republic in Egypt by the summer of 1799, Napoleon abandoned the Army of the Orient 

and departed for France. Command in Egypt then passed to Jean-Baptiste Kléber, one of 

the most celebrated generals in French history, who controlled the colony from August of 
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1799 until a Kurdish Muslim student from Aleppo called Suliman El-Halebi assassinated 

him in June of 1800.
4
 After Kléber's assassination, Jacques-François "Abdallah" Menou, 

who was then divisional commander of Rosetta, took over as General in Chief. When 

Menou passed the anti-hashish law in Egypt in early October of 1800, First Consul 

Napoleon was nearly 3200 kilometers away in Paris fending off the famous "dagger plot" 

against his own life and preoccupied with a growing war in Europe against Austria and the 

Second Coalition.
5
 Napoleon, therefore, had no involvement in or knowledge of the 

hashish ban in Egypt passed by Menou in October of 1800.
6
 Why, then, has this myth of 

Napoleon banning hashish in Egypt appeared and reappeared as an historical fact for so 

long, and what has this myth hidden from us about the real historical circumstances that 

created the first drug prohibition measure in modern French history?  

 By answering these questions, this chapter contributes to the overlapping 

historiographies of Napoleon's Egyptian Campaign and of drugs and prohibition in modern 

France. For the past fifty years, historians publishing on both sides of the Atlantic generally 

have portrayed the Egyptian Campaign as a whimsical misstep in Napoleon's otherwise 
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impressive military and political career.
7
 From this vantage the only redeeming aspects of 

Napoleon's "folie égyptienne," as French scholars often label the campaign, are found in 

the subsequent development of Egyptology in Europe and the introduction of modern 

technologies and political institutions to Egypt via French colonization. Scholars hotly 

debate the nature and influence of these post-Expedition developments for the histories of 

both France and Egypt. But regardless of their position in these disputes, historians 

generally present the campaign itself as a failed moment of hegemonic imperialism.  

 But as this chapter demonstrates, the standard portrayal of Napoleon's Egyptian 

Campaign as an abortive episode of empire building fails to account for or explain the 

myriad moments of contact, exchange, and even cooperation that occurred between the 

French and Egyptians between 1798 and 1801. In fact, under the command of Napoleon 

and later of the lesser-known Menou, the French Army pursued a systematic policy of 

integration in Egypt that included Egyptian elites in the colony's governance and defense 

and integrated key aspects of Islamic civilization into the colony's political culture. And it 

is from these policies of integration, however fleeting or failed, that the figure of Jacques-
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François "Abdallah" Menou and his colony-wide prohibition of hashish in October of 1800 

truly emerged.  

 

"Tell the people that we are true Muslims:" Napoleon's Islamic Republic  

Fresh off of decisive victories against the First Coalition in Italy in the summer of 

1797, the up and coming General Napoleon Bonaparte sought to continue his meteoric rise 

to power in Revolutionary France by conquering Egypt and using the new colony to launch 

an assault on Great Britain's trade routes to India and the Far East. Revolutionary France 

had been at war with a coalition of European powers since the spring of 1793, but with 

Napoleon's decisive victories in Switzerland, the Rhineland, and Italy, the land war in 

Europe against the First Coalition appeared to be nearing an end. In a letter to the French 

Directory dated 16 August 1797, Napoleon urged the executive to redouble its efforts 

against France's last remaining foe, Great Britain, and to realize that "the time is not far 

distant when we will realize that in order to destroy England we must take possession of 

Egypt."
8
  

 Reeling from the recent loss of colonial territories in North America and the 

Caribbean, the Directory needed little convincing from the Corsican general to expand 

France's empire and bring the war against Great Britain to the Orient.
9
 For nearly a century 

leading up to the Revolution, numerous French ministers and politicians had ogled the 

Mediterranean territories of the disintegrating Ottoman Empire, believing them ripe for the 
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picking.
10

 Egypt, a nominal Ottoman territory controlled as a feudal state by a group of 

feuding Mameluk Beys, appeared to many of this colonial lobby one of the most expedient 

options.
11

 In the summer of 1797, this century-old aspiration for colonies in the Levant for 

the first time appeared geopolitically expedient and necessary. In a speech to the Instiut 

National delivered in July of 1797, the newly appointed Foreign Minister, Charles Maurice 

de Talleyrand, echoed Napoleon's calls for the annexation of Ottoman territories and 

declared that "the transfer of Egypt to France" would "provide equal production and even 

more extensive trade than the lost American colonies. This is the same colonial spirit," he 

argued, "that the English government encourages the cultivation of sugar in Bengal with 

such success."
12

 By March of 1798 the French Directory made the formal decision to send 

Napoleon and 35,000 soldiers to Egypt by the summer to establish a colony and challenge 

British domination in the East. 

  On the surface, the personal, geopolitical, and economic ambitions that drove 

Napoleon and the Armée d'Orient to Egypt in late June of 1798 appear quintessentially 

imperialistic. Even the rhetoric of the Directory's official order to assemble the Army of 

the Orient under Napoleon's command, issued on 12 April 1798, justified the military 
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venture as a mission to "liberate" Egypt from "Oriental despotism" and help the "oppressed 

Egyptians...rediscover the wisdom of their ancients.
13

 The famous Commission des 

Sciences et des Arts, a group of 167 scholars, engineers, scientists, and artists hand-selected 

by Napoleon to accompany the Army of the Orient to Egypt, served on the front lines of 

this civilizing mission.
14

 The Directory ordered these savants to "rediscover" the wisdom 

and culture of ancient Egypt, to examine the viability of constructing a canal to Suez, and 

to bring science and reason to the abject and oppressed Egyptian population.
15

 For Edward 

Said, the Commission's activities in Egypt from 1798 to 1801 and the subsequent 

publication of their findings in the 23-volume work, Description de l'Égypte, marked the 

official beginning of Europe's attempt to discursively control and dominate the peoples of 

the Middle East. "The Napoleonic expedition," Said argued, "with its great collective 

monument of erudition, the Description de l'Égypte, provided a scene or setting for 

Orientalism, since Egypt and subsequently the other Islamic lands were viewed as the live 

province, the laboratory, the theater of effective Western knowledge about the Orient."
16

  

Said calls this process of discursive and scientific domination "orientalism" and argues that 

since Napoleon's Egyptian campaign, Western powers have conscripted scholarship, 

literature, and art into the service of imperial conquest. Said argues that scientists, scholars, 

and artists propagated stereotypes of a barbaric, backward Orient, and the West and 
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particularly France used these typecasts to justify their continued imperial conquest of the 

Middle East.  

 But the reality of the encounter between the French Armée d'Orient and Egyptians 

between the summers of 1798 and 1801 was much more complex than the imperial 

dynamic of discursive domination described by Edward Said. Though Said characterized 

Napoleon's Egyptian Campaign as "the very model of a truly scientific appropriation of 

one culture by another," the actual encounter between the French Armée d'Orient and the 

Egyptian people produced a much more fluid relationship between occupier and 

occupied.
17

 After taking Alexandria and Cairo but losing their entire naval fleet to Horatio 

Nelson and the British in the Battle of Abukir Bay—all by early August of 1798—

Napoleon and his army had little choice but to work with local Egyptian notables to build 

France's newest Sister Republic in Egypt. Within the first months of the occupation, 

Napoleon established an imperial administration that included Mameluke Beys and high 

ranking Muslim 'ulama (religious teacher), sponsored several public festivals for the 

country's Islamic population, enlisted Egyptian men into the Army of the Orient, and 

created the Instut d'Égypte to educate Egyptians and advise the new integrated imperial 

administration. By creating these institutions and including Egyptian's in the creation and 

management of those institutions, Napoleon fashioned fluid spaces of empire that 

facilitated the cultural mixing of the French and the Egyptians. Pulling from the scholarship 

of Isabel P.B. Feo Ridrigues, historian Juan Cole labels this process of cultural mixing 

"creolization," or "the creative process crafted from the tensions of colonial societies...that 
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cuts across structures of inequality, transforming both colonizer and colonized."
18

 As this 

section demonstrates, Napoleon's Islamic Republic in Egypt in part functioned as a fluid 

space of empire that facilitated this process of cultural creolization for both the French and 

the Egyptians. 

 This fluid space of empire might never have existed if Napoleon's campaign in 

Egypt went according to his and the Directory's original plans. Napoleon originally 

believed he could take Egypt in a month and quickly press on to challenge England in the 

east. Though the French took Alexandria, won a decisive victory against the Mamelukes 

at the Battle of the Pyramids, and captured Cairo within three weeks of landing in Egypt, 

Napoleon lost his naval fleet to Horatio Nelson and the British in the Battle of the 

Nile/Abukir Bay in early August. With no naval fleet to resupply his soldiers, Napoleon 

had to alter this strategy and refocus his energies on maintaining control of France's newest 

colony and on concocting a plan to feed and comfort his increasingly disgruntled soldiers 

until supply lines could be reestablished.
19

 Upon hearing news of the loss at Abukir Bay, 

one of the savants in the Commission, a mathematician called Malthus, noted in his journal 
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that "we foresaw that from then on, all communication with Europe would be broken off. 

We began to lose hope of seeing our fatherland."
20

 Adj. General Pierre Boyer observed the 

same despair among the rank and file and informed Napoleon in a letter that "many 

generals...wish to return to France" and "there appears to be great discontent in the 

Army."
21

 Facing mutiny, diminishing supplies, and a Mameluke insurgency led by Ibrahim 

Bey in the south, Napoleon prepared for a prolonged and precarious stay in Egypt and 

quickly set about building a sister republic there much as he had in Italy, the Rhineland and 

Switzerland.  

 During the remaining year he spent in Egypt until he abandoned his troops and 

returned to France in August of 1799, Napoleon worked to construct a Sister Republic in 

the Nile Delta that combined the enlightened republicanism of Revolutionary France with 

the cultural and religious heritage of the occupied Egyptians. Even before the defeat at 

Abukir Bay, Napoleon and his generals made efforts to include Egyptians in the 

governance of the new colony. On 27 July 1798, Napoleon organized a meeting with ten 

notable Muslim 'ulama and Mameluke Beys in Cairo and with their guidance formed an 

administrative council, which they called the Directory, or Diwan in Arabic. Though power 

over the Diwan remained firmly in the hands of Napoleon and his generals, the Mameluke 

Beys and Muslim clerics who served in this imperial administration exercised significant 

control over the day-to-day operations of the new French colony. At the suggestion of the 

Beys and clerics, for example, Napoleon appointed members of established Mameluke 

houses—the same Mameluke houses the French had just overthrown—to the new imperial 
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police forces in Cairo, Alexandria, and Rosetta. The Beys and clerics warned Napoleon 

that common Egyptians would only obey the Ottoman-backed Mamelukes that had 

controlled and policed the country's major cities since the late 16th century.
22

 As historian 

Juan Cole has noted, Napoleon included notable Egyptians in the imperial administration 

of Egypt because he "felt that the chief obstacle to the acceptance of French authority in 

Egypt would be Islam, and that only a government of the clerics could plausibly lend their 

authority to his contention that French were as acceptable as Muslims when it came to 

rule."
23

 By creating the Diwan and including Egyptian Muslims in the governance of the 

new republican colony, Napoleon fashioned a new node in the expanding imperial network 

of Revolutionary France, a node that facilitated the exchange of ideas, cultures, and even 

people in both directions between the Occident and the Orient.  

 In addition to appointing Mameluke Beys and Muslim clerics to positions of power 

in the new imperial administration, Napoleon publically embraced the religion of Islam 

and claimed to be both the liberator and defender of Muhammad's people. In a speech to 

the Diwan in early August, Napoleon personally assured the Beys and clerics that he and 

the French "respect God, his prophet Muhammad, and the glorious Qur'an" and urged the 

Diwan to "tell the people that we are true Muslims." Pointing to his recent victories in Italy 

and Malta, Napoleon rhetorically asked the Diwan, "Are we not the one who has destroyed 

the Pope who preached war against Muslims? Did we not destroy the Knights of Malta, 
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because those fanatics believed God wanted them to make war against the Muslims?"
24

 

One can easily dismiss Napoleon's rhetoric as duplicitous and self-interested, as a mere 

shibboleth hiding true imperial motives. But to do so ignores the historical reality that 

Napoleon actually admired Muhammad and the religion of Islam and that many generals 

and rank and file in the Army of the Orient obediently followed Napoleon's orders to 

respect the Egyptians' native religious and cultural practices. As historian John Tolan has 

argued, Napoleon conceived of the Prophet Muhammad as "something of a role model" 

and even fashioned himself as "a new world conqueror and legislator walking in 

Muhammad's footsteps."
25

 In his memoirs, Napoleon devoted numerous pages to 

Muhammad and described the Prophet as "a prince" that "rallied his compatriots around 

him" and "in a few years...conquered half the world." Napoleon also described Muhammad 

as a true republican leader that "uprooted more souls from the false gods, knocked down 

more idols, razed more pagan temples in fifteen years, than the followers of Moses and 

Jesus Christ did in fifteen centuries."
26

 Napoleon's declarations to the Diwan, therefore, 

should not be viewed as empty words or the rhetoric of a duplicitous conqueror; Napoleon 

truly desired to build an Islamic Sister Republic in Egypt and, like Muhammad, enlighten 

and conquer the world. 
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 In early August of 1798, Napoleon buoyed his proclamations with actions by 

officially allowing Egyptian men to enlist in the Armée d'Orient. The recruitment of 

Egyptian men into the French Army had the dual benefit of restocking the rank and file, 

which by early August had suffered over 10,000 casualties, and of cultivating loyalty and 

fraternity among France's new colonial citizens.
27

 By the end of August, the French 

recruited (and sometimes forcefully conscripted) enough Egyptians into the army to 

organize a full colonial battalion with five companies of 65 men each to reinforce French 

troops in Cairo and Alexandria.
28

 In early September, Napoleon also created the Guides 

d'Omar, a company of 117 former Ottoman soldiers attached to the Army's guide units.
29

 

The Guide d'Omar and its commander and namesake, Omar al-Koladi, a former Ottoman 

officer, were tasked with aiding Napoleon's personal guides and were often called upon to 

translate for the army when they advanced into Syria the following year. Known as 

Jannisaires, these colonial units were comprised of men from various ethnic and religious 

groups present in Egypt at the turn of the 19th century, including Ottomans, Mamelukes, 

Syrians, Duse, and Copts. These multi-ethnic Jannisaires went on to serve in the Chasseurs 

Regiment of the French Imperial Guard until the fall of  Napoleon’s Empire in 1815. 

 That same month (August 1798) Napoleon sponsored the annual Egyptian festivals 

celebrating the flooding of the Nile and the birth of the Prophet Muhammad, hoping to 

                                                
27

 The Battle of Abukir Bay alone produced over 8000 French causalities. Oliver Warner, The Battle of the 

Nile (London: B.T. Batsford, 1960), 121. And in a letter to the Exectuive Directory in Paris, dated 22 

September 1799, Captain Poussielgue, comptroller of the Expenses of the Army and Administrator general 

of the Finances of Egypt, wrote that nearly 1/3 of the Army of the Orient had been killed, and only about 

10,000 men were fit for combat. E. Poussielgue, Letter to the Executive Directory, 22 September 1799, 

printed and translated in Christopher Kelly, History of the French Revolution and of the Wars Produced 

that that Memorable Event (London, England: T. Kelly, 1820), 290-292. 
28

 Savant, Les Mamelouks, 42; Belhomme, Vol. 4, 170. 
29

Savant, Les Mamelouks, 42; Belhomme, Vol. 4, 170. 



  43 

buttress his new integrated colonial institutions (e.g. the Diwan and Jannisaires units) with 

creolized public festivals that simultaneously celebrated Egypt's Muslim heritage and 

France's Revolutionary republicanism. For millennia Egyptians celebrated and religiously 

revered the Nile's yearly flooding. The Nile River stretches from its headwaters at Lake 

Tanganyika through Ethiopia and Sudan and into the Egyptian dessert, where it irrigates 

and enriches the land with sediment. Every summer, rains in eastern Africa generated by 

the Indian monsoon caused the river to overflow its banks and replenish the sunbaked Nile 

Delta. Egypt's wellbeing depended on this annual flood. If waters were too low, crops 

suffered. If the river rose too high, the flood could overwhelm the canals and cause 

destruction and death in the cities. With the festival of the Nile, Egyptian's hoped to will 

the river toward the optimal flood stage.
30

  After the Muslim conquest of Egypt in the 7th 

century, Muslim Egyptians combined the festivals of the Nile with the Mawlid, the 

observance of the Prophet Muhammad's birthday. Much like his fellow revolutionaries 

back in France, Napoleon believed that public festivals and celebrations helped generate 

revolutionary changes in political culture and inculcate loyalty within the body politic. As 

historians Mona Ozaf, Maurice Agulhon, and Lynn Hunt have demonstrated, radicals in 

Revolutionary France partly transformed politics through "symbolic practices," such as 

language, art, fashion, and public festivals.
31

 Napoleon likewise sought to transform the 

political culture of Egypt through symbolic practices that simultaneously celebrated 
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Egyptians' Muslim heritage and France's Revolutionary republicanism. So, to further 

legitimize France's Islamic Republic in Egypt, Napoleon commandeered native festivals 

and used them to support his claims that the French were "true Muslims."  

 On the morning of 18 August 1798, Napoleon opened the festivals by leading an 

opulent riverboat procession down the Nile, which included the Beys and clerics of the 

newly formed Diwan, the Ottoman viceroy Mustafa Pasha, and several Jannisaires units. 

Napoleon and this elite of Egypt's new Islamic Republic disembarked at the al-Sadd Bridge, 

where they presided over the opening of the dam and the filling of Cairo's canals. The 

opening ceremonies received significant coverage in the first edition of the Courier de 

l'Égypte, a newspaper published by the savants of the Commission des Sciences et des Artes 

to disseminate news (and at times, propaganda) to the Army of the Orient. The Courier 

reported that an immense gathering of locals and soldiers watched the parades and "sang 

praises to the Prophet and to the French Army."
32

  According to the Courier, locals cried 

out with joy, "You [the French] came to deliver us by the order of God the merciful!"
33

 An 

account of the same festivals written by the Egyptian historian Al-Jabarti balances the 

Courier's triumphal telling of the events with a healthy measure of colonial reality. Al-

Jabarti reported that Cairo's Muslim population largely boycotted the ceremonies and 

evening festivities, many of them incensed by the French occupation, the new tax system, 

and the numerous incidents of rape, murder, and looting by French soldiers. Al-Jabarti 
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recounted, "Not a single person went out at night for pleasure excursions in boats as was 

customary."
34

 

 The actual public reception of these festivals probably lies somewhere between al-

Jabarti's critical account and the triumphal narrative provided by the Courier. As historian 

Juan Cole has noted, Al-Jabarti's Chronicles arguably privileged the viewpoint of Cairo's 

Sunni middle class and as a result ignored the fact that many Muslim Egyptians, and 

particularly Sufis, attended the celebrations.
35

 And according to the letters and memoirs of 

numerous French soldiers in attendance, thousands of Cairo's Muslim peasantry and Sufi 

devotees attended the festivals and transformed the evenings into, as one French officer 

wrote, "a bizarre comedy." Quartermaster general François Bernoyer, the Army's tailor, 

observed the evening's celebrations from his bedroom window at Cairo's Grand Palace and 

described what he saw in a letter to his cousin back in France. "I had the perseverance to 

watch this gang of charlatans installed beneath my window," Bernoyer wrote. They 

presented their "crude games" as a religious ceremony; "they were dressed like monks," he 

wrote, and the "boss of the gang and his disciplines were all well aware of the treachery." 

Bernoyer described how they formed a circle to receive the growing crowd: 

 The first spectator presented himself to the monks to receive divine 

 inspiration. He approached the venerable pontiff and prostrated himself 

 several times before him. After this, the pontiff took hold of the postulant's 

 hair, made him rise, and commanded him to close his eyes and open his 

 mouth widely. The pontiff then spat in the mouth of the postulant. Having 

 seen nothing, the postulant believed he had  received the divine spirit, 
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 which would soon rush through his entire body. He then began howling, his 

 limbs stiffened, one could hear his bones crack, his eyes appeared to exit 

 his head, and a thick froth covered  his mouth. But once the number of 

 postulants rose, the charlatans sought to outdo themselves...and some of 

 them were biting others and even tearing their flesh. Their mouths were so 

 bloody and disgusting. It seems, my dear friend, that one made these 

 wretches take a dose of hashish, which immersed them in this delirium and 

 causes all these extravagances.
36

 

 

Echoing the style and sentiment of 18th-century French travel writing on the Orient, 

Bernoyer ignored the cultural and religious significance of the events he witnessed and 

instead embedded the Sufi rituals within narrative of Oriental barbarism replete with 

stereotypes of cannibalism and intoxication. For Bernoyer, these drug-induced rituals of 

the Sufis and other Islamic folk sects in Egypt revealed a "fanaticism" impenetrable to 

reason and civilization. "I wanted to shout the truth to them," Bernoyer wrote, "but what 

would it have served?"
37

 In short, Bernoyer believed that the Sufis and their religious 

practices existed outside of civilization proper, hermetically sealed off from the rational 

world of republican France. 

 When taken at face value, the accounts of al-Jabarti and François Bernoyer seem to 

indicate that Napoleon's efforts to rouse support for the new Islamic Republic through 

public festivals largely failed. According to al-Jabarti, the Egyptians that mattered most—

middle-class and elite Sunnis—boycotted the event entirely. And much like François 

Bernoyer, who judgingly watched the spectacle from his room at the Grand Palace, 

numerous French officers believed Napoleon's efforts to cultivate loyalty among the 
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Muslim Egyptians a colossal waste of time.
38

 Far from the colonial celebration described 

by the Courier, then, these accounts depict a festival replete with the traditional tensions 

and failures of colonial occupation.  

 But in these failures and tensions lay an important cross-cultural achievement: al-

Jabarti and Bernoyer both positioned Sufi religious practices outside of civilization and 

both used this critique of Egyptian folk culture to challenge the efficacy of Napoleon's 

Islamic policies in Egypt. Of course their ideas about what constituted civilization differed 

significantly, but their shared disdain for the drug-induced rituals of the Sufis created a 

common ground or bridge between their two worlds. These moments of convergence 

occasioned by public festivals and integrated colonial institutions, such as the Diwan and 

the military, facilitated the processes of creolization, or cultural mixing, which naturally 

accompany colonization.
39

 As Juan Cole noted in his article, "Playing Muslim: Bonaparte's 

Army of the Orient and Euro-Muslim Creolization," cultural creolization functioned in the 

Islamic Republic of Egypt as "a creative movement deployed by individuals for the 

purposes of bridging authority structures...or with the object of subverting them."
40

 Both 

al-Jabarti and Bernoyer used their critiques of folk Islamic practices to challenge the 

efficacy of Napoleon's Islamic policies and subvert the legitimacy of the new Egyptian 

Republic. Conversely, Napoleon hoped to bridge authority structures in Egypt and 
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legitimize the new Islamic Republic by mixing the Revolutionary republicanism of France 

with Egypt's Muslim traditions. As Napoleon himself put it, he sought to "combine the 

experiences of the two worlds, exploiting the realm of all history for my own profit."
41

 

Creolization, therefore, cut both ways in French occupied Egypt, affecting both colonizer 

and colonized as both negotiated new relations of power and assembled new systems of 

meaning to make sense of the colonial experience. In regards to the processes of cultural 

mixing, then, Napoleon's festivals can be viewed as a crucial success. 

  Another important node in the French imperial network that facilitated creolization 

in Egypt's Islamic Republic was the Institut d'Égypte. Created by Napoleon on 22 August 

1798, the Institut functioned as a colonial research university tasked officially with 

"spreading knowledge in Egypt" and supporting the work of the Islamic Republic's 

imperial administration.  Napoleon served as president of the organization, and he 

appointed mathematician Jean-Joseph Fournier of the Commission des Sciences et des 

Artes as secretary. The two organized the institution into four sections— mathematics, 

physics, political economy, and literature and arts—and appointed several other savants to 

leadership positions, including chemist Claude Louis Berthollet, author and archaeologist 

Vivant Denon, and engineer Nicolas-Jacques Conté, among others.
42

 Fournier described 

the Institut's mission as a scientific quest "to abolish the tyranny of the Mamelukes, to 

promote cultivation through the construction of irrigation systems, to open communication 
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between the Mediterranean and the Arabian Gulf, to offer the Orient the useful example of 

European industry, and to procure for the inhabitants of Egypt all the advantages of a 

perfected civilization."
43

 In short, the Institut was designed to function as an organizational 

hub for the scholarly and scientific work of the savants and as a scientific aide-de-camp to 

Egypt's new Islamic Republic.  

 During their first meeting in Cairo on the evening of 23 August 1798, Napoleon 

and the savants posed several questions to guide the Institut's work. From these questions 

we see that the Institut focused its energies on ameliorating the conditions of the French 

soldiers—who, after the Battle of Abukir Bay, were without a Navy and thus consistent 

supply lines to France— and establishing a base understanding of Egypt's indigenous 

culture and government. "Can the furnaces providing bread to the military be improved? Is 

there a replacement in Egypt for hops to make beer? How can Nile water be purified? Is it 

better to construct water mills or windmills in Cairo? Can gunpowder be manufactured in 

Egypt? What is the situation of jurisprudence, and civil and criminal law, in Egypt? And 

how can it be improved?"
44

 To systematically answer these and other questions, the 

members of the Institut organized weekly conferences open to the public and established 

Le Decade Égyptienne, a peer-review journal in which the savants published the results of 

their scientific ventures in Egypt.
45

 Napoleon requisitioned two palaces in Cairo formerly 

owned by a Mameluke Bey to house the Institut, and within a year the facility included 
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lecture halls, a French and Arabic printing press, scientific laboratories, gardens and 

greenhouses, and a cabinet of natural history.
46

   

 Working out of the palatial Institut, the savants rediscovered and assembled the 

foundational knowledge of what would become the scholarly field of Egyptology, or the 

study of Egypt's ancient history, cultures, and archeological record. For Edward Said, the 

founding of the Institut and the culminating publication of its discoveries in the Description 

d'Égypte—a monumental work culled largely from articles first published in Le Decade—

represented the official establishment of "Orientalism" in Western scholarship.
47

 

According to this view, Napoleon's savants ignored contemporary Egyptians, believing 

them unworthy of study or consultation, and instead focused their efforts on rediscovering 

(and ultimately stealing) the ancient ruins of the Pharaohs and surveying the country's 

natural resources to better plan the colonial domination of the country. In this analysis, the 

savants expropriated Egypt's ancient history from its contemporary society and then 

redefined and posited, or to borrow a phrase from Hayden White, emplotted that "collective 

day-dream" into a teleological narrative of world history that stretched from the Pharaohs 

to the ancient Greeks and Romans through the Italian Renaissance and into the 

Enlightenment-spurred revolutions of the late 18th century. In short, the Institut and its 

savants served as academic accomplices to France's imperial occupation of Egypt. 

 In some respects, Said got it right. Napoleon and many of the soldiers and savants 

who accompanied the Army of the Orient to Egypt believed in this "Ayran model" of world 
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history that discursively connected the cultures of ancient Egypt with the contemporary 

developments unfolding in Revolutionary France.
48

 In several speeches to his general staff 

and the rank and file, Napoleon articulated this connection by comparing the French 

expedition to Egypt to the famous campaigns of Alexander the Great and the ancient 

Roman Legions. "The Roman legions, whom you have often imitated, but never yet 

equaled, combated Carthage...Victory never deserted their standards, because they never 

ceased to be brave, patient, and united. Soldiers, the eyes of Europe are upon you."
49

 

During the Battle of the Pyramids in mid-July 1798, Napoleon again posited the French 

imperial conquest of Egypt within this metanarrative of world history stretching back in 

time to the ancient Pharaohs. "Soldiers!" Napoleon cried out to his soldiers in the heat of 

battle. "From the heights of those pyramids, forty centuries are looking down on you!"
50

 

And many of the generals and rank and file soldiers in the Army of the Orient shared this 

belief in the world historical importance of the French expedition. Captain Joseph-Marie 

Moiret recorded in his memoirs of the expedition that many French soldiers under his 

command embedded their experiences in Egypt within the same historical grand narrative. 

Moiret recounted how upon arriving in Egypt the soldiers' "imaginations became inflamed 

by our memory of history," and the soldiers "endowed each Egyptian lady with the charms 
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of a Cleopatra."
51

 Clearly, this conception of the French Campaign to Egypt as a moment 

of world historical importance operated at all levels of the Army of the Orient. 

 But when evaluating the overall historical import of Napoleon's Egyptian 

Campaign, and particularly the work of the Institut d'Égypte, we must be careful not to 

dismiss the entire enterprise as one of complete physical and discursive domination of one 

culture by another. Though driven to Egypt by geopolitical motives and imperialistic 

conceptions of world history, Napoleon and the Army of the Orient did not ignore 

contemporary Egyptians or treat them all as conquered colonial subjects.  Firstly, it is 

crucial to remember that the French savants, and particularly the Commission's engineers 

and doctors, devoted significant time to understanding and helping indigenous Egyptians. 

The Institut's engineers, led by Nicholas-Jacques Conté (inventor of the modern pencil), 

solved numerous irrigation issues and helped repair canals in and around Cairo.
52

 Doctor 

and Institut member Antonio Savarési helped fight the eye disease ophthalmia, an 

inflammation of the eyes caused by bacterial infection that spread rampantly among French 

troops and Egyptians alike. And several doctors, including Savarési and chief surgeon of 

the Army, René-Nicolas Desgenettes, even pushed for the construction of a public hospital 

in Cairo that incorporated both Western and Oriental medical practices.
53

 These are hardly 
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the actions of an imperial administration set on achieving, as Said called it, the complete 

"engulfment of Egypt by the instruments of Western knowledge and power."
54

 

 As Ian Coller argues in Arab France, Said's blanket condemnation of the Egyptian 

Campaign also "neglects the possibility of a role for 'Orientals' themselves in their own 

representation" and ignores the reality that hundreds of Egyptians from various cultural 

and ethnic backgrounds worked with the French imperial administration in Egypt and some 

even emigrated to France after the occupation ended in August of 1801.
55

 As they did with 

the Diwan, the Army, and public commemorations, the French encouraged Egyptians to 

participate in the Institut's scholarly activities. Numerous Egyptians and Syrians 

contributed to the organization's work between 1798 and 1801, and the French formally 

appointed several of these native "men of talent" to key posts within the organization. 

Mikha'il Sabbagh, one such man from Palestine, offered his services to the French Army 

upon their arrival in Egypt in the summer of 1789. After serving as a guide and interpreter 

for a year, Sabbagh caught the attention of Jean-Joseph Fournier, who appointed him the 

head of the Institut's Arabic language library in Cairo.
56

 When the French Army lost Egypt 

to an Ottoman-British coalition in late August of 1801, Sabbagh—along with several 

hundred other Egyptians, Turks, Copts, Greeks, and Abyssinians—followed the Army of 

the Orient back to France. As Ian Coller details in Arab France, several of these Egyptian 

refugees, such as Sabbagh and Egyptian-born scholar Rufa'il Zakhur, rose to prominent 

positions in Napoleon's Empire Française and helped establish transnational Franco-Arab 
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communities in Paris and Marseille. Sabbagh became the curator of Arabic manuscripts at 

the Bibliotheque Impériale, where he worked as a close associate of Orientalist, Silvestre 

de Sacy.
57

 Zakhur, who served as the Diwan's interpreter in Cairo and translated numerous 

works for the Institut, obtained an appointment at the École des Langues Orientales in 1803, 

where he taught colloquial Arabic and mentored the famed scholar Jean-François 

Champollion.
58

 Therefore, at the very genesis of modern French scholarship on the Orient 

and particularly Egypt, 'Orientals' themselves played an important and influential role in 

shaping French representations of the region's peoples, cultures, and histories.  

  In the end, however, Napoleon's peculiar project of empire in Egypt was half-

hearted and short-lived. Cracks in the Islamic Republic's imperial facade were already 

visible in October of 1789, when Sufis in the city of Tanta (north of Cairo) started protests 

against the colony's new tax codes.
59

 Around the same time, French engineers working in 

Cairo made matters worse when they haphazardly demolished several tombs in the 

Ezbekiya Gardens considered sacred by the city's Sufi masses. By the end of October, the 

French faced a full-blown insurgency in Tanta, Cairo, and the surrounding areas. Napoleon 

and his troops quickly defeated the Cairene insurgency and brutally restored order to the 

capital city. But the insurgency marked the death-knell for collaboration between Napoleon 

and the Egyptians. Because several members of the Diwan supported the insurgency, the 

General dissolved the Islamic Republic's integrated administration and replaced it with a 
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streamlined military commission controlled entirely by the French officer corps. The 

French also constructed armed fortifications throughout the city of Cairo to solidify their 

control and discourage another popular uprising. Therefore, what started as a fluid space 

of empire quickly transformed into a colonial project more in line with Said's valuation of 

the campaign as one of hegemonic domination. 

 But as this section has shown, we must not dismiss Napoleon's Islamic Republic in 

Egypt as an imperial house of cards or his efforts to integrate the colony's chief institutions 

as duplicitous pandering. While "Orientalized" ideas about Egypt and Egyptians helped 

justify the French expedition and most certainly shaped many of the soldiers' and savants' 

preconceptions of the region, its people, and their cultures Napoleon's decisions to integrate 

the new colony's chief institutions and to celebrate French and Egyptian traditions in shared 

public festivals produced vital points of contact between colonizer and colonized that 

facilitated cultural mixing and creolization. People, ideas, and cultures traveled in both 

directions across these institutional and cultural nodes in France's Islamic Republic, 

allowing both Egyptians and French to engage each other’s cultures and, in some cases, 

fuse elements from both worlds to form a new, creolized identity. Therefore, we must not 

allow the motivations behind the French Expedition or Napoleon's failure to build a 

sustainable and integrated Islamic Republic in Egypt to obfuscate the fact that French 

efforts to build an Egyptian Sister Republic actually produced moments of cultural mixing 

that significantly influenced the course of both Egyptian and French history through the 

19th century.
60
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Jacques "Abdallah" Menou and France's First Anti-Drug Law 

  

 To truly understand the origins of the first drug prohibition in modern French 

history, one must first recognize the processes of creolization let loose by Napoleon's 

Egyptian Campaign between the summers of 1798 and 1801, and particularly the ways in 

which French soldiers and officers engaged in cultural mixing as they renegotiated identity 

and power in the short-lived Islamic Sister Republic of Egypt. Though many in the Army 

of the Orient believed Napoleon's policies of integration in Egypt were far-fetched and ill 

advised, a sizeable number of soldiers and several key officers followed Napoleon's orders 

to respect Islam and native cultures. One of Napoleon's generals, Jacques-François Menou, 

even converted to Islam, adopted the name Abdallah (meaning "servant of Allah"), and 

married into an elite Sunni family from Rosetta that claimed ancestral ties to the Prophet 

Muhammad (called Sharif).
61

 Many rank and file soldiers likewise took Egyptian brides 

and selectively appropriated native cultures, such as the consumption of hashish prominent 

among Sufis and the laboring classes of the Nile Delta.
62

 Hashish consumption among 
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French soldiers grew by October of 1800 into such a wide-spread problem that Abdallah 

Menou, then the highest-ranking commander for the French in Egypt, declared the 

substance illegal and threatened anyone caught selling, purchasing, or consuming hashish 

with two-months’ imprisonment.
63

 For Egyptians, Menou's ban on hashish represented the 

latest iteration in a long line of prohibition measures aimed at Egypt's Sufis and laboring 

masses.
64

  But within the context of French history, Menou's ban marked the first official 

prohibition against the production, sale, and consumption of an intoxicant.
65

  

 Interestingly, most scholars and historians who write on the history of drugs and 

prohibition in modern France and Europe fail to mention Abdallah Menou and mistakenly 

attribute the hashish ban to Napoleon Bonaparte.
66

 A majority of these publications cite the 
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work of German medical doctor, Louis Lewin who published a survey history of mind-

altering plants called Phantastica in the early 1920s. In this work Lewin provided a 

translated excerpt of the prohibition measure, originally passed on 8 October 1800, and 

incorrectly attributed the ban to Bonaparte, arguing that it "manifested the spirit of 

Napoleon."
67

 It is in part true that Menou's hashish ban manifested the spirit of Napoleon's 

Egyptian Campaign, but Lewin disassociated this spirit from Napoleon's Islamic policies 

in Egypt and therefore ignored the crucial fact that France's first anti-drug law emerged 

from processes of creolization and cultural mixing let loose by those policies. Moreover, 

Napoleon was not even in Egypt in October of 1800 when Menou gave the order to ban 

hashish across the country. Unable to build a viable Franco-Arab colony by the summer of 

1799, Napoleon abandoned the Army of the Orient and departed for France, leaving general 

Jean-Baptiste Kléber in charge.
68

 Command in Egypt then passed to Jean-Baptiste Kléber, 

one of the most celebrated generals in French history, who controlled the colony from 

August of 1799, until a Kurdish Muslim student from Aleppo called Suliman El-Halebi 

assassinated him in June of 1800.
69

 After Kléber's assassination, Abdallah Menou, who 

was then divisional commander of Rosetta, took over as General en Chef. When Menou 

passed the anti-hashish law in Egypt in early October of 1800, First Consul Napoleon was 

                                                

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2012) 16-18; Martin A. Lee, Smoke Signals: A Social History of 

Marijuana (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2013), 27-29; Martin Booth, Cannabis: A History (New York: 

Macmillan, 2015), 17-18; Lukasz Kamienski, Shooting Up: A Short History of Drugs and War (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2016), 53-54. Notable exceptions include Henry Laurens, who correctly credited 

Menou with passing the ban on hashish but incorrectly argued that the ban applied only to Muslims. Henry 

Laurens, L'Expédition d'Égypte, ˆ418; and Jacques Arveiller, who briefly mentions Menou's ban in "La 

Cannabis en France au xix siècle: une histoire médicale," L'Évolution Psychiatrique 78 (2013), 455. 
67

Louis Lewin, Phantastica, 90-91. 
68

Back in France, Napoleon continued his rise to power, becoming First Consul only 2 months later during 

the famous coup of 18 Brumaire. J. Christopher Herlod, Bonaparte in Egypt, 356-371. 
69

 Philip J. Haythornthwaite, Napoleon's Commanders: C. 1792-1809 (London: Osprey Publishing, 2001) 

29-31. 



  59 

nearly 3200 kilometers away in Paris fending off the famous "dagger plot" against his own 

life and preoccupied with a growing war in Europe against Austria and the Second 

Coalition.
70

 Napoleon, therefore, had no involvement in or knowledge of the hashish ban 

in Egypt passed by Menou in October of 1800.
71

 To correct this historical oversight and 

firmly reconnect the history of drugs and prohibition in France to issues of empire, this 

section focuses on the life of Jacques-François "Abdallah" Menou and the circumstances 

that led him to order the complete prohibition of hashish in the Islamic Republic of Egypt 

in October of 1800.   

 Jacques-François Menou lived during an incredibly transformative era in French 

history. Menou was born on 3 September 1750 into a noble family from the town of 

Boussay de Louches in the northwestern French province of Touraine. Not much is known 

of Menou's childhood or upbringing, but we know that Menou followed in the footsteps of 

his father and pursued a career in the French military, first volunteering to serve in the 

Count of Provence's rifleman regiment in 1765 (at the age of 15).
72

 By the time of the 

French Revolution, Menou had risen to the rank of maréchal de camp, roughly the 

equivalent of a major general, and had fought for the Bourbon monarchy in numerous 

Continental campaigns during the 1760s and 1770s.
73

 When Louis XVI convened the 

Estates General in May of 1789, Menou represented the nobility of Touraine at Versailles 
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as a deputy of the Second Estate. A minority among the nobility, Menou embraced the 

ideas of the Enlightenment and particularly the positivist notion that men could use reason 

and science to perfect society.
74

 So when the Third Estate made their revolutionary break 

from the Estates General in June of 1789 to form what would become the National 

Constituent Assembly, Menou renounced his noble titles and privileges and threw his 

support behind the Revolutionaries.
75

  

 After briefly serving as a deputy in the Constituent Assembly, Menou continued 

his military career and in 1793 achieved the rank of Division General of the Army of the 

Coasts for his service in the Vendée fighting counter-revolutionaries.
76

 Two years later 

Menou again received a promotion to the rank of General in Chief of the Army of the 

Interior and served briefly as Section Commander of Paris, where he again led troops 

against a counter-revolutionary insurgency in the suburb of Saint-Antoine.
77

 In October of 

1795 Menou negotiated a peace with the rebels of Saint-Antoine. But the loyalists failed to 

live up to their end of the treaty, and the National Assembly relieved Menou of his post 

and transferred command of the Army of the Interior to General Bonaparte, who famously 

put down the rebellion with a "whiff of grapeshot" on the 13th Vendémiaire (5 October 

1795).
78

 Menou was arrested and forced to stand trial for the whole affair.
79

 Though the 
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French Council of War acquitted him, the affair severely damaged Menou's reputation, and 

he struggled to immediately obtain another military appointment. Napoleon himself 

refused Menou's request to join the Army of Italy in 1796, forcing him to return to Touraine, 

where he intended to retire. But when Napoleon assembled his team for the Egyptian 

Campaign two years later, he chose Menou to command 5 divisions of the Army of the 

Orient, believing him an expert in counter-insurgency tactics (a must for any colonial 

campaign) despite the incident at Saint-Antoine. When the Army of the Orient landed in 

Egypt in late June of 1798, Menou led his 5 divisions in the initial seige of Alexandria, 

where he was wounded six times during the battle.
80

 Napoleon then ordered the injured 

Menou and his troops to occupy Rosetta and appointed Menou to the position of provincial 

governor of the city.  

 It is during his time as provincial governor of Rosetta that Menou converted to 

Islam and married Zobaïdah al Bahouab, the daughter of a prominent Sunni bathhouse 

owner, Mohammad Al-Bahouab.
81

 According to their marriage certificate, the couple 

wedded on the 25th day of Ramadan in the year 1213 (2 March 1799) in the presence of 

Rosetta's senior ulamas and muftis and several French officers and savants.
82

 During the 

ceremony Menou declared, "I confess that there is no God but Allah and that Mohammed 

is his prophet, knowing what this confession means and convinced and imbued with the 
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spirit of this profession of faith. I abandon the Christian religion and all other false religions, 

and again declare, of my own will, this confession according to the legally prescribed 

conditions of Islam." The marriage certificate goes on to verify that Menou had taken the 

necessary steps to convert to Islam and outline the marriage's precepts according to Muslim 

law.
83

 

 Like Napoleon, Menou understood that political power in Egypt flowed through 

the mosques and the Sunni upper class. So he obviously hoped his conversion and marriage 

would bolster his political authority as provincial governor in Rosetta. In a letter to Eugene 

Poussielgue, an Army comptroller stationed in Cairo, Menou described his marriage as a 

strategic political maneuver. "I married a woman to whom I had never spoken and whom 

I had never seen before," he wrote. "To add to the uniqueness of facts, her mother and 

father are Shar'if. I am therefore Muhammad's cousin...My wife is good, neither ugly nor 

beautiful, tall, strong, well made, beautiful eyes. The family is very honest...But my 

marriage is entirely based on political motives. I do not know if everyone will approve. I 

did it and thought it for the best.
84

Although Menou describes his marriage as "entirely" 

political in nature, we must be careful not to dismiss his conversion and marriage as entirely 

political, as he does in his correspondence with friend and fellow French officer, 

Poussielgue. As several historians have noted, Menou's French comrades often ridiculed 

him for his conversion and marriage, some even calling him "la Renégat," or "the turncoat." 

                                                
83

 The city's ulama's gave menou a special dispensation and did not require him to undergo circumcision 

during his conversion.  This fact is not mentioned in the marriage certificate, but was recounted by Menou 

in his letters to fellow officer Poussielgue in Cairo. The letters are transcribed and published in Maison 

Charavay, Bulletin d'autographes à prix marqués,700: 27030 (octobre 1958): 39-40. 
84

 Menou à Poussielgue, 4 Mai 1799. Transcribed and published in the French in Maison Charavay, 

Bulletin d'autographes à prix marqués 700: 27030 (octobre 1958): 39-40. 



  63 

And Menou's predecessor, General Kléber, famously wrote in a letter to him in early 1800, 

"You, general, have your head turned to the Orient, me toward the Occident. We will never 

hear one another."
85

 One could read Menou's proclaimed political pragmatism as a 

proactive defense against these charges of 'going native'. However, Menou's personal life 

reveals a man committed to his Muslim family. Within a year of their wedding, Zobaïdah 

and Abdallah had a son, who they intriguingly called Suliman (the name of the assassin 

who killed Menou's predecessor Kléber). And when Menou returned to France with the 

defeated Army of the Orient in September of 1801, Zobaïdah and Suliman came with him 

and lived the rest of their lives by his side in France and Italy.
86

 So what started as an 

arranged marriage for political expediency clearly transformed into a lasting relationship 

that thrived on both poles of France's expanding empire.  

 Once in command of the Army of the Orient, Abdallah Menou quickly set about 

repairing the colony's relationship with Egypt's Muslim majority. By refashioning himself 

as Abdallah, meaning "servant of Allah," and marrying into a local elite family, Menou 

believed he'd command more respect from Egypt's dominantly Muslim population and help 

bridge the cultural chasm between colonizers and colonized. Relations between Egyptians 

and the French Army had been strained since the fall of 1798, when within a calendar 
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month Ottoman Sultan Selim III formally declared war on France and thousands of 

Cairines (mostly students and laborers) revolted against the Army.
87

 The French quickly 

suppressed the insurgency and reestablished control in the capital city. But in response to 

the rebellion, Napoleon dissolved the Divan, revealing the vacuity of his promises to 

include native elites in the colony's governance. From the winter of 1798/1799 on, and 

especially after the Ottoman Empire allied with England against France in January of 1799, 

the French Army of the Orient held precarious control over the colony's territories and did 

little to include native elites in the governance of occupied Egypt. So soon after taking 

command in the summer of 1800, Menou revived the Divan and appointed numerous 

members of Egypt's Sunni elite to its membership, including several prominent shaykhs 

and the Egyptian scholar al-Jabarti.
88

 The new Divan functioned much as it had under 

Napoleon in 1798, that is, as an arbiter of Islamic law in Egypt and advisory council to the 

French Army. But under Menou's command the Divan exercised more power in colonial 

affairs than it had during its brief existence under Napoleon in 1798. As al-Jabarti noted in 

his chronicle, he and the other members of the new council "rejoiced at the creation of the 

new Divan and believed it would ease tensions" between the French and their fellow 

Egyptian-born citizens.
89

 If the scholar and chronicler al-Jabarti—who, as you'll remember, 

heavily criticized Napoleon's Islamic policies in 1798—extolled the virtues of Menou's 
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Divan, we can confidently infer that the new colonial council did more to serve the interests 

of the Egyptian population (or at least, the Sunni elite) than did its predecessor.  

 For Menou, the viability of the colony depended on the successful integration of 

Muslim Egyptians into the body politic of the French imperial nation-state. As historian 

Partice Bret argued, "Out of Egypt Menou wanted to make a colony of a new type, no loner 

based on the exploitation of servile workers...but on the universal values that allow a 

compromise between two cultures and two peoples united within the Republic."
90

 And 

when we examine Menou's correspondence and official orders produced during his tenure 

as General in Chief (June 1800 - August 1801), we see that his colonial policies often 

straddled the fence between Occident and Orient or mixed elements from the two worlds 

to better fit political conditions in the Republic's newest colony. Much like his creolized 

identity, then, Menou's colonial politics mixed Islamic faith with an ardent belief in the 

political and scientific ideas that underpinned the French Revolution. As he explained in 

an open letter to the Courier, "Science is a light, faith also is a light. Science and faith shall 

provide mutual clarity; but all light comes from Allah, and Alah illuminates what he 

chooses to illuminate."
91

 During the first months of his command, Menou worked to 

rebuild the French colony in Egypt on these dual pillars of faith and science. Put another 

way, he hoped to optimize the colony's management by "establishing a wise and economic 

system of administration" while simultaneously aligning colonial policies with native, and 

specifically Sunni Muslim, interests.
92
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 In pursuance of these ends, Menou streamlined the colony's tax codes and created 

an oversight commission to supervise the activities of Coptic tax collectors, who the 

shaykhs and ulamas distrusted.
93

 He then ordered the Imperial Printer in Cairo, operated 

by Jean-Joseph Marcel, to begin printing a journal in Arabic specifically for native 

Egyptians. This journal, called the Tanbieh ("advertisement" in Arabic), functioned as the 

Arabic counterpart to the Courier and featured articles written by Muslim members of the 

Divan.
94

 Menou believed this journal would transform Egyptians into informed French 

citizens and "help maintain the trust and union that increasingly grows between these 

peoples [the Egyptians] and the French."
95

 Menou also focused his attention on issues of 

public health in the colony, and particularly to the spread of plague in Cairo's slums. At 

first, the Divan resisted Menou's efforts to contain the spread of the disease, believing the 

use of quarantines and the state registration of births, deaths, and marriages an unjust 

intrusion into private life and religious practices. As al-Jabarti wrote, "There was a 

difficulty for the indigenous [Egyptians] who were not accustomed to such measures."
96

 

But Menou successfully convinced the Divan that his public health policies did not 
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undermine the mosque's social and religious position in Egypt, and the colony was able to 

significantly slow the spread of plague by early 1801. Menou also worked to establish 

codes of moral conduct in Egypt that satisfied both French and Egyptian sensibilities. At 

the urgings of the Divan and the French officer corps, Menou outlawed the public, drug-

induced rituals of the Sufi mystics, also called santons, ridiculed earlier by the Egyptian 

scholar al-Jabarti and the French captain Bernoyer. During public deliberations on the 

affaires des santons, the Divan declared the practices of Sufi mystics “forbidden and 

contrary to our religion, to our Sha'ria, and to our traditions."
97

 In the official ordre du jour 

from 30 December, Menou ordered the arrest of all "so-called saints, who run through the 

streets naked or nearly naked and perform crude acts condemned and punished with utmost 

care in all countries where public morals are respected."
98

 From the start of his tenure as 

General in Chief, then, Abdallah Menou worked to better satisfy the social, economic, and 

religious interests of Egypt's Sunni elite and thus to further integrate Egypt's Muslims into 

the French Republic and its expanding empire. 

 It was from these integrationist policies that the first drug prohibition measure in 

modern French history emerged in October of 1800. As discussed earlier in the chapter, 

hashish for centuries occupied a ubiquitous but contentious place in Egyptian culture as a 

medicine, intoxicant, and religious ritual. So when French soldiers found themselves 

indefinitely marooned in Egypt after the Battle of Abukir in August of 1798—and for 

nearly a year without consistent wine and liquor rations or sufficient means to produce 
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fermented drinks—many in the Army of the Orient took to the local culture of smoking 

cannabis seeds and eating and drinking hashish-laced confections.
99

 During their tenures 

as general in chief, Menou's predecessors, Napoleon and Kléber, paid no attention to 

hashish use in Egypt or its growing popularity among the rank and file.
100

 But Menou, a 

converted Sunni Muslim, viewed intoxication of any kind as an offense against Islamic law 

and as a threat to the colony's Franco-Arab unity. Throughout July and August of 1800, 

Menou received correspondence from division generals in Rosetta and Alexandria 

expressing serious concerns over the behavior of intoxicated troops and particularly their 

mistreatment of Egyptians.
101

 These reports compelled Menou to issue a warning to the 

entire army in early September. "I am unhappy with many of you," the general admonished. 

 I have received serious complaints about soldiers mistreating native 

 inhabitants. What! You are republicans and you are not generous! You are 

 French and you would be barbarians! Ah! I want to believe these insults and 

 excesses delivered by many of you are the result of intoxication. The 

 intoxicated man is nothing but a frantic, who succumbs to all impulses, and 

 who can commit the most horrible crimes. [...] The Egyptians today are 

 French; they are our brothers. Please respect the elderly; please respect the 

 women; please be moral. What glory can you acquire when you mistreat a 

 man who trembles at the sight of you, when you ravage or insult his wife? 
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 Treat the Egyptians, therefore, as you would like to be treated, as if they 

 were in your place and you in theirs.
 102

 

 

In this message to the Army, Menou argued that excessive intoxication led to the numbing 

of one's senses and thus to immoral and un-Republican behavior. In his eyes, good French 

republicans refrained from such vices and thus avoided metamorphosing into impulsive, 

barbaric criminals who threatened the stability of the France's Sister Republic in Egypt. 

Menou therefore ordered his soldiers to embrace Egyptians as brothers, to empathize with 

them, and to treat them with the same respect afforded a fellow French citizen. As he 

explained in a letter to Poussielge written the same month, "The French are the masters of 

Egypt and all the inhabitants of Egypt are French. Thus, it is not rational to establish a 

difference between the French Egyptians and the French born in France."
103

 Menou's 

personal logic of colonization demanded the total integration of Egyptians into the body 

politic of the French imperial nation-state. And, for Menou, excessive intoxication among 

the troops threatened to undermine the spirit of his integrationist policies. 

 Menou's warning must have fell on deaf ears, though, because within a month he 

issued another decree against excessive intoxication but this time in the form of an official 

colony-wide ban on hashish. On 17 vendémiaire an 9 (8 October 1800) Abdallah Menou 

issued an ordre du jour banning the production, distribution, and consumption of hashish 

across Egypt. "The general in chief, after receiving different reports from several parts of 

Egypt, and from what he has personally witnessed infinite times, orders as follows: 

 Article I: The use of strong liquor, made by certain Muslims with a certain 

 grass (herbe) called hashish, and smoking of the seed of cannabis, are 
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 prohibited throughout Egypt. Those who are accustomed to drinking this 

 liquor and smoking this seed lose reason and fall into a violent delirium, 

 which often leads them to commit excesses of all kinds. 

 

 II. Distillation of hashish liquor is prohibited throughout Egypt: the doors 

 of the cafes and of the public and private houses that dispense hashish will 

 be walled up, the owners arrested and held for three months in a house of 

 correction. 

 

 III. All balls of hashish (balles d'hachich) that arrive to customs will be 

 confiscated and publically burned in the presence of a Staff  Officer of the 

 place where the hashish was confiscated, or, in the absence of a Staff 

 Officer, in the presence of any other officer named by the Director of 

 Customs. 

 

 IV. Anyone convicted of having smuggled or distributed hashish will be 

 stopped. We will pay a fine of fifteen talarys, which will go to the 

 informant. And the convicted will be held for two months in a house of 

 correction. 

 

 V. The commanding generals and all other commanders of the provinces 

 and places, the Director-General and Accountant of Public Revenues, the 

 Director of Affirmed Rights, and all the Customs Directors are hereby 

 charged, each in regards to the implementation of this order, which will be 

 translated into Arabic, printed and published in the two languages [Arabic 

 and French] at the behest of the Chief of the General Staff, and the 

 Director General of Public Revenues. 

 

 Signed Abd. J. Menou
104

 

 

As he did in his initial warning from September, Menou again equated excessive 

intoxication with un-Republican and irrational behavior. But this time, and for the first time, 

he explicitly pointed to cannabis and hashish as the principal intoxicants responsible for 

the soldiers' transgressions against France's newest citizens. Menou then accused "certain 

Muslims" of creating this drug epidemic by producing and encouraging the consumption 
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of hashish and cannabis. Though he failed to name these "certain Muslims" explicitly, it is 

safe to say that Menou was referring at least in part to the Sufi sects and santons who, as 

we know, the general soon after prohibited from practicing hashish- and opium-induced 

religious rituals in public. When placed within the broader context of this and other colonial 

policies pursued by Menou during the first six months of his command, the hashish ban 

appears as yet another attempt by the general in chief to align the colony's moral and legal 

codes with those of Egypt's Muslim community and particularly its Sunni elite, who for 

centuries viewed hashish consumption and Sufi mysticism as sins against Islam and threats 

to social order.  

 

Conclusion 

 In the end, General Jacques-François "Abdallah" Menou only had a handful of 

months to implement his integrationist policies in Egypt, because by March 1801 Anglo-

Ottoman forces had laid siege to Alexandria, retaken Ft. Julien near Rosetta by April, and 

captured Cairo by June. It was during these final months of the campaign that Menou 

earned his poor reputation as a military commander, a reputation that is often remembered 

while his integrationist policies, conscious creolization, and hashish ban largely remained 

ignored or misattributed. To some degree the critiques of Menou as a military strategist are 

deserved. After hearing news of the British landing near Alexandria in March, Menou 

hesitated to send troops from Cairo and thus allowed Abercromby and his men sufficient 

time to establish position to lay siege to Alexandria.
105

 Menou's failure to act led many of 

                                                
105

 Paul Strathern, Napoleon in Egypt, 415-416. 



  72 

his generals, including Belliard who controlled a force of 12,000 men in Cairo, to pursue 

independent strategies; Belliard, for example, sent an envoy to the British on 22 June and 

negotiated his own surrender and peace. Menou, heeding Napoleon's calls to hold out as 

long as possible, resisted capitulation until September, and by the end of the October the 

remaining 25,000 troops of the Army of the Orient had evacuated Egypt. During this period 

of collapse and defeat, General Abdallah Menou failed to mention hashish or the ban again. 

From the Ordre du jour's passing in October 1800 through Menou's final surrender in 

September 1801, the General in Chief's correspondence not once mentioned the drug or his 

ban and instead focused on quelling resistance among his division generals and attempting 

to strike a deal with the Mameluks to add 15,000 troops to the French force.
106

  

 Menou's hashish ban, though short-lived and quickly silenced in the historical 

record, was an attempt to satisfy the interests of Egypt's Sunni elite and to blend a faith in 

science and reason with Arabo-Islamic law and political culture. For Menou, hashish 

consumption among soldiers and Egyptians broke both Islamic law and modern standards 

of public health necessary for a Sister Republic to flourish in Egypt. In the postscript to the 

order, Menou warned soldiers and Egyptians that medical officers in the Army were 

reporting that the plague spread most frequently among those who "abused hashish and 

other strong liquors" and "frequented brothels, cafes, and cabarets" where their "excesses 

cost them freedom, life, and honor."
107

 Menou claimed that statistics recently gathered by 

the medical officers indicated that one in four afflicted with the plague in Egypt "are known 
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 Abdallah Menou, Ordre du Jour, 17 vendémiaire an 9 (8 October 1800) SHD B6 123. 



  73 

to be daily engaged in the excesses of hashish and eau-de-vie."
108

 The prohibition against 

hashish thus functioned as part public health initiative aimed at stemming the spread of 

plague with the latest science and part religious observance of traditional Sunni laws 

against the consumption of an intoxicant forbidden by the Koran. 

 As this chapter has shown, the first official prohibition of a narcotic drug in modern 

French history emerged from colonial policies in Egypt that sought to integrate Muslim 

Egyptians into the body politic of the nation's newest Sister Republic. And the man who 

authored those policies, Jacques-François "Abdallah" Menou, was a noble-born, 

Revolution-supporting French general who converted to Islam and married into an elite 

Sunni family descended from the prophet Muhammad. When placed within the context of 

Menou’s inclusive colonial policies, the hashish ban appears as yet another attempt by the 

general in chief to align the colony’s moral and legal codes with those of Egypt's Muslim 

community and particularly its Sunni elite, who for centuries viewed hashish consumption 

as a sin against Islam and a threat to social order. Thus, far from a story of Napoleon 

Bonaparte working to civilize the barbarous Muslims of Egypt, the true history of France's 

first drug prohibition measure reveals a much more complicated plot involving the 

creolization of Egyptian and French civilizational models in the person and colonial 

policies of Abdallah Menou.  
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CHAPTER 3: ANTOINE ISAAC SILVESTRE DE SACY AND THE MYTH OF 

THE HACHICHIN: ORIENTALIZING HASHISH  

IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY FRANCE 

 

 I have no doubt that the mixture of hemp leaf with some other drugs can 
 lead to  violent mania...I thus am inclined to believe that among the Ismailis, 
 called  Haschischin or Hasschasch, there are people that are specifically 
 raised to kill, that were delivered, through the use of hashish, to this 
 absolute resignation to the will of their leader. 1  
             –Antoine Isaac Silvestre de Sacy (1809) 
 
 Not only does the young drug addict destroy himself, but he also becomes a 
 social  danger. The word assassin, moreover, does it not derive 
 phonetically from the word for the sect of hashish smokers? The filiation 
 between drugs and crime is not only  assonance; it is a reality.2   
                        –René Chazelle (1969) 
 

Introduction: 

 
On 19 May 1809, Antoine-Isaac Silvestre de Sacy delivered a lecture on the 

"Dynasty of Assassins and the Etymology of their Name" at the Institut de France in Paris, 

the country's academic nucleus since its creation in 1795.3 Many in his audience likely had 

read or heard of the infamous medieval cult of Islamic Assassins, first popularized in 

Europe by Marco Polo’s Fourteenth century travelogue, Livre des Merveilles du Monde.4 

Sacy changed little from Polo's original telling, citing five pages verbatim from Polo’s 

																																																								
1 M. Silvestre de Sacy, "Mémoire sur la Dynastie des Assassins et sur l'Étymologie de leur Nom (Lu le 19 
Mai 1809)," Histoire et Mémoires de l'Institut Royal de France, Classe d'Histoire et de Littérature 
Ancienne. Tome Quatrième (Paris: L'Imprimerie Royale, 1818), 55, 83; First published under the same title 
in Moniteur 210 (June, 1809). 
2 "Questions orales avec débat: Drogue - Séance de 24 Octobre 1969," Journal Officiel de la Républic 
Française: Débat Parlementaire – Assmeblée Nationale, Compte Rendu Des Séances 63 (Paris: 24 Octobre 
1969), 2945. 
3 M. Silvestre de Sacy, "Mémoire sur la Dynastie des Assassins et sur l'Étymologie de leur Nom (Lu le 19 
Mai 1809)," Histoire et Mémoires de l'Institut Royal de France, Classe d'Histoire et de Littérature 
Ancienne. Tome Quatrième (Paris: L'Imprimerie Royale, 1818), 55, 83; First published under the same title 
in Moniteur 210 (June, 1809). 
4 Jean de Mandeville translated and published the first French edition of Marco Polo's travel adventure, 
Livre des Merveilles du Monde, in Liège between 1355 and 1357. Simon Gaunt, "Travel and Orientalism," 
in The Cambridge History of French Literature, ed. William Burgwinkle et al. (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2011), 129-31. 
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account of the sect's leader, the Old Man of the Mountain, his fortress paradise at Alamut 

in Northern Persia, and his use of an "intoxicating potion" to inebriate his disciples and 

transform them into mindless assassins.5 Polo’s mythic account of the Islamic assassins 

circulated widely throughout Europe during the early modern era. And through the 

Eighteenth century numerous French scholars published monographs on the assassins of 

Alamut and their affiliation with the Nizari Ismaili branch of Shia Islam, giving Polo’s 

myth added historical context and academic veracity.6 But up to the time of Sacy's lecture 

in 1809, no one could explain the origin of the term “assassin” or the contents of the 

mysterious potion used by the Old Man to drug and deceive his devotees. 

 In his speech to the Institut in May of 1809, Silvestre de Sacy declared he had 

solved both mysteries and confidently argued that Arabic manuscripts from the Thirteenth 

and Fourteenth centuries referred to the assassin cult as “al-Hashishiyya”—from the Arabic 

 translated as “hachichins” in French, roughly "hashish-eaters" in English—because ,حشاشین

of the sect’s regular nd ritualistic use of hashish. And as the recent prohibition passed in 

October 1800 by the French army in Egypt corroborated, hashish induced a "violent 

delirium" in users comparable to that described in Marco Polo's famous travelogue.7 How 

																																																								
5 M. Silvestre de Sacy, "Mémoire sur la Dynastie," 56-60; Marco Polo, The Book of Ser Marco Polo, the 
Venetian, trans. and ed. Sir Henry Yule, 3rd Edition, revised by Henri Cordier (London: J. Murray,1903), 
139-43. 
6 Denis Lebey de Batilly, Traicté de l’origine des anciens Assassins porte-couteaux (Lyon: Vincent 
Vaspaze, 1603); Bartholomé d'Herbelot, Bibliothèque orientale ou Dictionaire Universel contenant 
généralement tout ce qui regarde la connaissance des peoples de l’Orient (Paris: Compagnie des Libraires, 
1697); M. Camille Falconet, "Dissertation sur les Assassins, peuple, d'Asie, premiere partie," and 
"Dissertation sur les Assassins, peuple d'Asie, second partie," Memoires de literature tires des registres de 
l'Acadamie Royale des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettes, xvii (Paris, 1751), 127-70. 
7 During Napoleon’s famed but failed military campaign to Egypt between the summers of 1799 and 1801, 
a French general named Jacque François “Abdallah” Menou—who converted to Islam, adopted the name 
Abdallah, and married into a wealthy Sunni family in Rosetta, all by the end of 1799—passed a colony-
wide prohibition against hashish in October 1800 after personally observing rampant addiction among both 
French soldiers and Egyptians. Menou argued that “those who are accustomed to drinking this liquor or 
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else but through this evil intoxicant, Sacy thus reasoned, could the Old Man deceive so 

many young men into such "blind obedience" to his murderous designs? "I thus am inclined 

to believe," he concluded, "that among the Ismailis, called Hachichins or Haschasch, there 

are people that are specifically raised to kill, that were delivered, through the use of hashish, 

to this absolute resignation to the will of their leader."8 

A professor of Arabic at the École spéciale des langue orientales vivantes and of 

Persian at the Collège de France—as well as the resident Orientalist in the French Foreign 

Ministry since 1805—Sacy spoke that day as the country's (and arguably Europe's) leading 

expert on "the Orient," its languages, and its history.9 By 1809 he had published several 

memoirs on the histories of Persia and Arabia and numerous textbooks on Arabic and 

Persian grammar, including Chrestomathie Arabe (1806), considered one of the 

foundational texts of Oriental scholarship in Nineteenth century Europe. Therefore, Sacy's 

lecture and subsequent publications on the medieval cult of Islamic Assassins and their 

etymological connection to and devious use of hashish offered France's scholarly 

																																																								

smoking this seed lose reason and fall into a violent delirium, which often leads them to commit excesses 
of all kind.” The ban, which was the first of its kind in modern French history, ordered the closing of all 
cafés in Egypt that distributed hashish-laced drinks and confections and punished anyone caught 
cultivating, selling, or using hashish with a fine of 15 talayrs and 2 months’ imprisonment. Jacques 
"Abdallah" Menou, "Ordre du Jour de 16 Vendémiaire An 9" (8 October 1800), Service Historique de la 
Défense, Chateau de Vincennes, Paris, France, Dossier B6 "Armée d'Orient," Fichier 59. Silvestre de Sacy, 
"Mémoire sur la Dynastie,” 63. 
8  M. Silvestre de Sacy, "Mémoire sur la Dynastie," 83. 
9 Henri Dehérain, Silvestre de Sacy et ses correspondants, Extrait du Journal de Savants (Paris: Libraire 
Hachette, 1919), and Silvestre de Sacy, 1758-1838, ses contemporains et ses disciples (Paris: Paul 
Geuthner, 1938); Edward Said, Orientalism (New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1978), 123-30; Robert 
Irwin, "Orientalism and the early development of crusader studies," in The Experience of Crusading, 
Volume 1, ed. Peter Edburry and Jonathan Phillips (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 
219-22; Sylvette Larzul, "Sacy, Antoine-Isaac Silvestre de," in Dictionnaire des orientalistes de langue 
française, ed. François Pouillon (Paris: Éditions Karthala, 2008), 897-98. 
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community certified "facts" about the Orient and hashish that French scholars, scientists, 

and policymakers absorbed, echoed and built upon for centuries.  

But as numerous historians, and notably Bernard Lewis and Farhad Daftary, have 

pointed out, Sacy's conclusions about the link between the Ismaili assassins and hashish 

were, in the end, incorrect.10 And interestingly, Sacy's etymology faced criticism as early 

as September 1809 when "M. R., ancient citizen of the Levant" penned a letter to a 

newspaper in Marseille offering an alternative derivation that (also incorrectly) connected 

the sect’s name not to hashish use but to the word “hassas” used widely by Syrians and 

Egyptians to describe a "thief in the night" or someone with evil intentions.11 Despite these 

past and recent refutations, however, Sacy's false linkage of the Ismaili assassins and 

hashish has time and again appeared in print as an established fact and, more dangerously, 

has been used by French and American politicians to justify the creation of heavy-handed 

anti-drug legislation. Perhaps more alarmingly, this false filiation of assassin and hashish 

has appeared in recent months since the terror attacks of January and November 2015 in 

Paris as an explanation for ISIS activities in Europe and a justification for implementing 

emergency decrees and stricter prohibition measures.12  

																																																								
10 Farhad Daftary, The Ismā'īlīs: Their History and Doctrines 2nd Edition (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007), 10-11, and The Assassin Legends: Myths of the Ismailis (London: I.B. Tauris & 
Co., 1994), 213-15; Bernard Lewis, The Assassins: A Radical Sect in Islam (London: Weidenfeld & 
Nicolson, 1967), 24-25. 
11 "Extrait du Moniteur de 1809,"Dictionnaire des découvertes en France de 1789 a la fin de 1820, Tome 1 
(Paris: L. Colas, 1822), 447-48. Also see Sacy's rebuttal, in which he refutes the opposing etymology and 
simply restates his own: "Lettre de M. Silvestre de Sacy, au rédacteur du "Moniteur," sur l'etymologie du 
nom des Assassins," Moniteur 359 (1809): 1-6. 
12 In an interview published in L'Express on 9 October 2015, French ethno-psychiatrist, Tobie Nathan was 
asked, "What does the ethno-psychiatrist say about the resonance of Daech (ISIS) in our society?" He 
responded, "I am struck by a disturbing historical parallel. In the Eleventh century, the Ismaili Shi'ite sect 
of Nizari, led by Hassan-i Sabbah, nicknamed the “Old Man of the Mountain,” extended its influence in 
Iran and Syria Its followers are dubbed 'Hachichin,' controversial origin of the word “assassin.” They have 
two characteristics, that of engaging in the consumption of hashish to accomplish their actions and that or 



	 78 

This chapter examines the discursive process through which this mythic connection 

between murderous Islamic assassins and hashish, first established by Antoine-Isaac 

Silvestre de Sacy in 1809, became a fait prouvé in France during the first half of the 

Nineteenth century. Building on recent scholarship on drugs and Nineteenth-century 

European empires and imperial culture, this study shows how early French conceptions of 

hashish use emerged from a popular imperial imaginary developing across Europe and the 

West that routinely envisaged drugs as stereotypical markers of Oriental barbarism.13 The 

first section introduces Silvestre de Sacy and scrutinizes two of his works, Chrestomathie 

Arabe (1806) and "Mémoire sur la Dynastie des Assassins et sur l'Étymologie de leur Nom" 

(1809), which feature lengthy discussions of hashish use in the Islamic world and 

particularly among the Nizari Ismaili. As my analysis shows, Sacy based his narrative of 

the Hachichins on Orientalized fantasies rather than facts and thus inaccurately portrayed 

hashish as an evil intoxicant used by Islamic assassins to transform recruits into blindly 

																																																								

recruiting suicide bombers. In fact, this is much discussed; we all know Marco Polo, whose story was 
subsequent to the disappearance of the sect. But the fact remains, that Hachichin are the inventors of 
modern terrorism. If we now turn our gaze on society, what do we see? Kids who begin to consume hashish 
at a very young age, or who operate in an environment in which drugs and dealers swarm. And we find the 
most unbalanced among them engaged in kamikaze acts." Christian, Makarian, "Tobie Natahn: 'Pour 
Daech, les temples sont des idoles modernes," L'Express (9 Octobre 2015). A similar reference also 
appeared recently in the British press (in response to the November 2016 attacks in Paris) and the Israeli 
press (in response to the February 2016 attacks in Tel Aviv). See Christopher Brooks, "BBC censures itself 
for telling the truth about 'global warming' - Christopher Brooks examines a case of BBC groupthink and a 
curious silence over cannabis and violence." The Telegraph, 12 December 2015, http://www.telegraph. 
co.uk/comment/12047679/BBC-censures-itself-for-telling-the-truth-about-global-warming.html# 
disqus_thread; and Dr. Reuven Berko, "Beer, drugs and sex," Israel Hayom, Friday, February 19, 2016, 
http://www.israelhayom.com/site/newsletter_ opinion .php?id=15101. 
13 Virginia Berridge and Griffith Edwards, Opium and the People: Opiate Use in Nineteenth-century 
England, Revised Edition (Free Association Books, 1998); Jean Jacques Yvorel, Les poisons de l’esprit: 
Drogues et drogués au XIXe siècle (Paris, Quai Voltaire: 1992); James H. Mills, Cannabis Britannica: 
Empire, Trade, and Prohibition 1800-1928 (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2003); James H. Mills 
and Patricia Barton, eds. Drugs and Empires: Essays in Modern Imperialism and Intoxication, c. 1500-
c.1930 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007); Howard Padwa, Social Poison: The Culture and Politics of 
Opiate Control in Britain and France, 1821-1926 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012); 
Mike Jay, Emperor of Dreams: Drugs in the Nineteenth Century, 2nd Edition (Dedalus Books, 2012).  



	 79 

obedient and bloodthirsty murderers. The second section then examines how, despite 

immediate and public disputations, this myth of the Hachichins became by the 1830s firmly 

interwoven into French scientific discourse as an established fact. Ignorant of or indifferent 

to the inaccuracies in Sacy's contentions, scholars and scientists working in a range of 

academic disciplines, including medicine, pharmacy, psychiatry, history, linguistics, 

geography, botany, and agricultural science, routinely referenced Sacy's myth of the 

Hachichins when discussing hashish, the Nizari Ismailis, and the Islamic world. And with 

their repeated, mostly uncritical citations of Sacy's memoire on the dynasty of assassins, 

French and European scholars steadily transformed the myth of the Hachichins into 

common knowledge requiring by the middle Nineteenth century no citation or reference to 

prove its veracity.  

 

Antoine-Isaac Silvestre de Sacy and the Myth of the Haschischin 

 In his illuminating work Silencing the Past, Haitian anthropologist Michel-Rolph 

Trouillot investigates the production of facts and narratives in French history, from the 

moment of fact creation (i.e. making and archiving sources) to the moment of fact assembly 

and retrieval through narrative (i.e. researching and writing histories).14 Drawing from 

Foucault's notion of discourse as a "unifying instance of knowledge and power," Truillot 

portrays the production of historical facts and narratives as a process largely determined 

																																																								
14 Michel-Rolph Truillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston, MA: Beacon 
Press, 1995). 
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by the power to define what is and what is not a source.15 Put simply, "In history, power 

begins at the source."16  

 At the turn of the Nineteenth century in Western Europe, no scholar had more 

power over the selection and narration of historical sources from the Orient than Antoine-

Isaac Silvestre de Sacy (1757-1838), widely considered the father of the academic 

discipline of Oriental studies in France and throughout the continent. For 42 years and 

through 4 successive regime changes in France between 1795 and 1838, Sacy cemented 

his legacy as the field's "inaugural hero" with over 430 translations and publications, 

numerous professorships in France's top academic institutions, and hundreds of devoted 

advisees who went on to occupy Europe's top academic posts, thus exporting his 

curriculum, textbooks, and pedagogy to universities across the continent. As Edward Said 

argued, "every major Arabist in Europe during the 19th century traced his intellectual 

authority back to him...[He] was one of the builders of the field, creators of a tradition, 

progenitors of the Orientalist brotherhood."17 So when Sacy spoke or wrote about the 

Orient, most took his words at face value as scientifically verified facts. 

  Born on 21 September 1757 to a bourgeois family of Parisian Jansenists, Antoine-

Isaac Silvestre grew up a devout Catholic and, much like his father, Jacque Abraham 

Silvestre, a steadfast monarchist and supporter of the Bourbon dynasty.18 This religious 

																																																								
15 Michel Foucault, Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language, trans. A.M. Sheridan 
Smith (New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1972), 37. 
16 Michel-Rolph Truillot, Silencing the Past, 28. 
17 Edward Said, Orientalism, 123, 130. 
18 Notable studies of Silvestre de Sacy include J. Reinaud, "Notice historique et littéraire sur M. le baron 
Silvestre de Sacy," Journal Asiatique, Séries III, Vol. 6 (1838): 113-95; Pierre Claude-François Daunou, 
"Notive historique sur la vie et les ouvrages de M. le Baron Silvestre de Sacy," Mémoire de l'Académie des 
Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, vol. 12, pt. 1 (1839): 507-31; Hartwig Derenbourg, Silvestre de Sacy (1758-
1838) (Paris, 1895); Henri Dehérain, Silvestre de Sacy et ses correspondants (Paris, 1919); Charles Petit-
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background nurtured in Sacy a lifelong curiosity in the medieval Crusades to the Holy 

Lands between the Eleventh and Fifteenth centuries. And many biographers point to a 

fateful meeting in a Parisian garden near Saint-Germain-des-Près between the young Sacy 

and the Benedictine monk and crusades scholar, Dom Georges-François Berthereau, as the 

moment when Sacy's curiosity transformed into a disciplined obsession. Berthereau, who 

left over 1100 folio pages of Arabic, Hebrew, and Aramaic translations and exegeses at his 

death in 1794, convinced Sacy to learn the native languages of the Holy Lands and to 

continue his efforts to translate and catalogue Oriental sources on the Crusades.19 With 

Berthereau's guidance, as well as that of famous dragoman Etienne La Grand, Sacy 

proceeded to learn Arabic, Greek, Latin, Hebrew, Syriac, Ethiopian, Persian, Turkish, 

Chaldean-Aramaic, and Mandaic, in addition to all major languages of Europe, by his mid-

twenties.20 Impressively, the majority of this education in foreign languages took place 

outside the formal setting of an academic institution. In fact, Sacy formally studied law and 

in 1781 became an administrator at the Royal Mint in Paris where he worked up to and 

through the first years of the French Revolution.  

																																																								

Dutaillis, "La vie de Silvestre de Sacy," in Comptes rendus séances de l'Académie des Inscriptions et Belles 
Lettres, 82e année, N.1 (1938): 64-73; Johann Fück, Die arabischen Studien in Europa, Bis in den Anfang 
des 20. Jahrhunderts (Leipzig: Otto Harrassowitz, 1954); Edward Said, Orientalism, 94-130; Robert 
Schwab, The Oriental Renaissance: Europe's Rediscovery of India and the East, 1680-1880, trans. by Gene 
Patterson-Black and Viktor Reinking (New York, 1984); Daniel Reig, Homo orientaliste: la langue arabe 
en France depuis le XIXe siècle (Paris: Maisonneuve & Larose, 1988); Robert Irwin, For Lust of Knowing: 
The Orienatlists and their Enemies (London: Penguin, 2007); and Michel Espagne, "Silvestre de Sacy et les 
orientalistes allemands," Revue Germanique Internationale 7 (2008): [https://rgi.revues.org/398]; M. 
Espqgne, N. Lafi and P. Rabault-Feuerhahn, eds. Silvestre de Sacy (1758-1838). Le projet européem d'une 
science orientalist (Paris: Cerf, 2014); Alain Messauodi, Les arabisants et la France coloniale, 1780-1930: 
Savants, conseillers, médiateurs (Lyon: ENS Éditions, 2015), 25-82. 
19 In 1801 Sacy edited and published a collection of Berthereau's manucripts as Notice des Manuscrits 
laissés par Dom Berthereau, religieux bénédictin de la c. de S. Maur, mort en 1794 (Paris, 1801). In the 
introduction Sacy credits Berthereau with amassing Europe’s first substantial archive of Oriental 
manuscripts. "D. Berthereau gave himself with all the ardor and diligence he was able to the preliminary 
studies that gave us all access to the monuments of the history of Oriental dynasties."  
20 Alain Messauodi, Les arabisants et la France coloniale, 33-34. 
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 Sacy's formal academic career only began after the Revolution, when in December 

of 1795 the Directory appointed the amateur scholar to a teaching position at the recently 

created École spéciale des langues orientales vivantes. A Catholic and monarchist, Sacy 

had retired from the Royal Mint in 1792 and weathered the Terror in seclusion with his 

family in a small cottage in the commune of Nanteuil-le-Haudoin, about 50km northeast 

of Paris.21 He spent most of his time studying, translating, and writing, and in 1793 he 

published Mémoires sur diverses antiquités de la Perse, a study of the Sassanide dynasty. 

By the end of 1795, the newly established and moderate Directory appointed Sacy 

professor of Arabic at the École spéciale and the following January offered him a seat in 

the newly created Institut de France, a rebranded and reorganized version of the ancien 

regime academies dissolved by the National Assembly in 1793. 22  Sacy accepted the 

teaching post but refused the seat in the Institut, believing the new association haphazardly 

constructed and overly ideological.23   

It was during his 42-year tenure at the École speciale, where he became director in 

1824, that Sacy helped create the academic field of Oriental Studies in France and Europe. 

Building on the efforts of Dom Berthereau, Sacy amassed, archived, and translated sources 

from the medieval Islamic world for European study and consumption. Though he never 

																																																								
21 Sacy famously defied the Convention's ban on Catholic worship passed in October of 1793 and 
conducted illegal Sunday mass in his cottage in Nanteuil-le-Haudoin. Robert Irwin, For Lust of Knowing, 
45; Alain Messauodi, Les arabisants et la France coloniale, 44. 
22 Louis Bazin, "L'École des Langues Orientales et L'Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres (1795-
1995)," Comptes rendus des séances de l'Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres 139:4 (1995): 983-96. 
23 Sacy eventually accepted a seat in the Institut in 1803 after receiving a personal invitation from First 
Consul Napoleon Bonaparte imploring him to join the association. He went on to serve 5 times as the 
association's president and participated in its activities until his death in 1838. René Dussaud, "L'activité 
académique de Silvestre de Sacy," Comptes rendus des séances de l'Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-
Lettres 82:1 (1938): 101.  
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stepped foot outside of Europe, only traveling as far as Genoa in his lifetime, Sacy devoted 

much of his professional life to the accumulation of manuscripts and the creation of an 

Oriental archive at the Bilbiothèque Nationale in Paris.24 Sacy used these archived sources, 

such as the historical treatises of Thirteenth century Egyptian scholars al-Makrizi and Ebn 

Abd-Aldhaher, to teach Arabic to his pupils at the École speciale. In 1806 Sacy compiled 

these sources into a textbook and published them in three volumes as Chrestomathie Arabe, 

described by the author as a "tableau historique" or general survey of the Arabic language 

and the medieval Arabo-Islamic world. 25  Using these textbooks, Sacy trained the 

continent's brightest linguists, including Jean-François Champollion (translator of the 

Rosetta Stone), Étienne Marc Quatremère (scholar of Egypt), Johan David Åkerblad 

(Swedish diplomat and orientalist), and Heinrich Leberecht Fleischer and John Martin 

Augustine Scholz (considered the fathers of German Orientalism).26 Sacy also trained most 

of the interpreters who accompanied the French Army of the Orient to Egypt during the 

summer of 1798, including Pierre Amédée Jaubert, who served as Napoleon's personal 

interpreter and advisor during his year in Egypt.27 At nearly every stage in the production 

																																																								
24 Historians often criticize Sacy for never traveling to the Middle East and for his resulting inability to 
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and after 1830 became a professor of Persian at the Collège de France. Jaubert later gave the eulogy at 
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Antoine Carrière, Notice Historique sur l'École Spéciale, 55-56. 
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of knowledge about the Orient in early Nineteenth century Europe, from fact creation 

through narration to diffusion and application, Sacy played a vital role in shaping Europe's 

first academic conclusions, popular perceptions, and even diplomatic impressions of the 

Orient, its people, and their histories. 

 One of the more lasting and influential of Sacy's assertions about the Orient dealt 

with the culture of hashish consumption among medieval radical sects within Islam, and 

particularly the Suffis and Ismailis.  In Chrestomathie Arabe Sacy included a 40-page 

chapter on the "Herbe of the Fakirs” built around his translations of medieval works on 

hashish consumption among Sufi priests penned by notable Sunni scholars, including 

Muhammad al-Makrizi, Hassan ben-Ahmed, and Hosaïn ben-Ishak. 28  Sacy opens the 

chapter with a description of a valley just outside Cairo known as the Land of the 

Timpanist. In this valley, Sacy writes, one can find a garden called Djoneïna where 

 all manner of abominations are committed by the hashish-eating dregs of 
 society. The use of this cursed plant has become today very common; the 
 libertines and people of weak mind become addicted, and use hashish and 
 without shame... In truth, there is nothing more dangerous to the 
 temperament. As it is known to everyone in Egypt, in Syria, in Iraq and in 
 the lands of Rum, we believe we should speak with you about it in some 
 detail.29 
 
Sacy repeats this warning throughout the chapter, even as his sources reveal a more 

complex and nuanced history of the drug in the Islamic world. Case in point, Sacy 

continues his narrative with an anecdote about the "happy discovery" of cannabis's 

intoxicating properties in the early Thirteenth century by a Sufi fakir called Haydar of 

Khorasan, as recounted by Hassan ben-Ahmed in his Fourteenth century treatise Praise of 
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29 Silvestre de Sacy, Chrestomathie arabe, Tome II, 119. 
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Cannabis.30 According to ben-Ahmed, Haydar discovered the intoxicating properties of 

cannabis around the year 1200 AD while on a contemplative walk near his monastery in 

Khorasan, a region in modern day northeastern Iran. Haydar shared this happy discovery 

with his Sufi followers and swore them to secrecy until his death, a duty he described as 

"an oath with the most high God, who has given you a special favor, the knowledge and 

the virtues of this leaf so that you can make use of it to dissipate the worries that cloud your 

souls, releasing from your minds anything that could tarnish the shine."31 When Haydar 

died in 1221 AD, his pupil Djafar ben-Mohammed Schirazi planted cannabis around his 

grave and shared the "virtues of the plant" with the people of Khorasan. Schirazi reported 

that the people quickly adopted the use of kannab and that it spread to "various departments 

of the province of Persia." Sacy corroborates this anecdote by citing another Persian scholar 

from the Thirteenth century, Ahmed ben-Mohammed ben-Resam Halebi, who likewise 

praised the virtues of hashish and credited Haydar with its discovery: "This is hashish, 

grass of joy," Halebi wrote, "It is a holy institution, one that brightens the soul and makes 

it accessible to pleasure."32  Thus while Sacy framed his discussion of hashish with a 

warning to his readers about the dangers of the "cursed plant," his first two sources 

conflictingly praised the drug's holy virtues.  

 The author explains this paradox, or rather explains it away, by redirecting 

conversation into a haphazard mélange of anachronistic sources offering increasingly 

negative assessments of hashish. After citing the ambiguous descriptions of the drug in the 

																																																								
30 Hassan bin-Ahmed wrote "Praise of Cannabis," sometime around 1260 AD, and he claimed personally to 
have received his information from a meeting with Scheïkh Djafar ben-Mohammed Schirazi, a Sufi devotee 
of Haïdar. Silvestre de Sacy, Chrestomathie arabe, Tome II, 120. 
31 Silvestre de Sacy, Chrestomathie arabe, Tome II, 122. 
32 Silvestre de Sacy, Chrestomathie arabe, Tome II, 125. 
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ancient Greek texts of Galen and Hippocrates, Sacy recounts in detail a personal 

conversation he had in Paris with the Ottoman diplomat and Sunni jurist Tadj-eddin Ismuïl, 

during which the jurist condemned hashish. "The use of this drug produces low inclinations 

and debases the soul," Ismuïl informed Sacy. "We have always found those who had 

contracted the habit, and we consistently noticed that all their inclinations deteriorated and 

that their faculties diminished more and more; so that at the end there remained in them, 

so to say, none of the attributes of humanity."33 Sacy couples this contemporary critique 

with the work of Syrian physician Ibn al-Baitar who wrote in the middle Thirteenth century 

that excessive hashish use caused a "sort of dementia" and could lead to "manic disorders 

or even death." Siding with the condemnations of Ibn al-Baitar and Tadj-eddin Ismuïl over 

the praise of Schirazi and Halebi, Sacy implores his reader to again heed his warning 

against ever touching the vile substance. "See, I pray you, listen to this man [Ibn al-Baitar], 

who spoke with knowledge of cause, and keep yourselves from the evil consequences that 

occur in your constitution and your natural qualities, if you become addicted."34 As several 

historians have pointed out, Sacy focused the majority of his professional energies on 

translating medieval texts written by Sunni scholars and jurists and thus adopted their 

prejudices against Sufis, Shias, and other heterodoxies within Islam.35 According to Robert 

Irwin, Sacy was "obsessively interested in heterodox Islam [but] tended to view it as if 

from a Sunni perspective, perceiving Shi'ism as a breakaway from mainstream Sunni Islam 
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35 Farhad Daftary, ed. Mediaeval Ismaili History and Thought (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
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and regularly judging Shi'ism in terms of the way it deviated from the alleged norms of 

Sunnism."36 Thus it is not surprising to see Sacy uncritically siding with the condemnations 

of Ibn al-Baitar and Tadj-eddin Ismuïl over the praise of the Suffi fakir, Djafar ben-

Mohammed Schirazi, when drawing ultimate conclusions for his readers about the physical 

and moral dangers of hashish. 

 Sacy concludes his crescendo of criticism against hashish with a brief discussion of 

past and present prohibitions in Egypt to further convince his readers of the drug's dangers. 

He first recounts the anti-hashish laws passed by Egyptian emir Soudoun Scheikhouni in 

1373 AD, which notoriously punished hashish cultivation, sale, and use with de-teething. 

But by the 1390s hashish again was tolerated in Egypt under the new emir, Ahmed ben-

Awis, and the use of the "cursed drug" grew among the "dregs" of society. As a result of 

this mass return to the drug, Sacy warned his students, "the baseness of the sentiments and 

manners became general; shame and decency vanished from men; one was no longer 

ashamed to speak most shamefully; many boasted of their vices. All lost every sense of 

nobility and virtue and vices of all kinds and base inclinations were exposed."37 This 

widespread and liberal use of hashish among the dregs of Egyptian society continued into 

the Nineteenth century, Sacy contended, and only again met resistance with the arrival of 

the French Army of the Orient in Alexandria in 1799. In a final footnote on the chapter's 

last page, Sacy writes "I must not forget to mention here of an order made by a French 

general in Egypt, on 17 Vendemiaire year IX (8 October 1800), against hashish and 

																																																								
36 Robert Irwin, "An Orientalist Mythology of Secret Societies," 130-134. Similar critiques of Sacy's work 
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37 Silvestre de Sacy, Chrestomathie arabe, Tome II, 134. 
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intoxicating liquors made from this plant."38 News of the hashish ban passed in Egypt by 

French general Jacques-François "Abdallah" Menou had reached Paris as early as January 

1801, when the entire order signed "Abd. Mennou" appeared in print in the popular 

Magasin Encyclopédique.39 Sacy relayed what he had read or heard about the ban, but for 

whatever reason he omitted key historical details, chief among them the identity of the 

ban's creator, Abdallah Menou. Sacy thus portrayed the first antidrug law in modern French 

history, not as the product of Menou's integrationist colonial policies in French occupied 

Egypt, but rather as confirmation of the West's need to outlaw and even militarily interdict 

the production, sale, and consumption of the violence-inducing and quintessentially 

Oriental drug, hashish.40  

 These historical revisions and reductions in Silvestre de Sacy's chapter on hashish 

in the Orient speak to the ideas of critical theorist Edward Said, who accused Western 

scholarship of systematically reducing the histories, cultures, and peoples of the Arabo-

Islamic world to textual typecasts that misrepresent the "Orient" as a monolithically static, 

backward, and barbaric society in dire need of European assistance and civilization (i.e. 

colonization). Said called this system of thought "Orientalism" and argued that it first 

developed in the late Eighteenth and early Nineteenth centuries around the work of 

																																																								
38 Silvestre de Sacy, Chrestomathie arabe, Tome II, 154. 
39 Louis Millin, Magasin encyclopédique, ou Journal des sciences, des lettres et des arts VI Année, Tome 
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sciences et arts...Littérature et beaux-arts. (Paris: Baudouin, 1804): 477. 
40 It is important to understand the hashish ban from October of 1800 as part of Abdallah Menou's colonial 
policies in the late summer and early fall of 1800, which aimed to better integrate Egypt's Sunni elite into 
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European scholars, and particularly Sacy, who helped "place Orientalism on a scientific 

and rational basis" by building an archive, writing a curriculum and textbooks, and thus 

creating "vocabulary and ideas that could be used impersonally by anyone who wished to 

become an Orientalist."41 Said points to Sacy's Chrestomathie arabe as a primary example 

of this attempt by Western scholarship to discursively reduce the histories and cultures of 

the Islamic world to anecdotal fragments that typify anti-values Europeans believed to 

characterize the Oriental essence.42 While there is much to contest in Said's theories—and 

particularly his de-emphasis of the personal role of "Orientals" themselves in the 

construction and reproduction of their own identities and even typecasts43—his portrayal 

of Sacy as the "inaugural hero of Orientalism" rings true when one considers Sacy's 

depiction of hashish in the medieval Islamic world in Chrestomathie arabe. In his chapter 

on the "herbe of the fakirs," Sacy ignores the contradictions and complexities in his 

fragmentary sources and uses his academic authority to codify hashish consumption as both 

intrinsically evil and Oriental. With this short chapter Sacy thus initiated the processes of 

historical excision and revision that have shaped official French perceptions of hashish and 

the Islamic world from that moment through present day.  

 Three years after the publication of Christomathie Arabe, Sacy deposited another 

factoid about the evils of hashish into his growing Oriental archive when on 7 July 1809 

he delivered a speech entitled "On the Dynasty of Assassins and on the Origin of their 
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Name" to the Institut de France in Paris. In his speech to the Institut's Friday's public 

séance, Sacy claimed to have solved the mysteries surrounding the name and practices of 

the infamous medieval cult of Islamic Assassins first popularized in Marco Polo's Livre 

des Merveilles du Monde.44 By the time of Sacy's talk in 1809, the legend of the Assassins 

and their leader, the "Old Man of the Mountain," was well known throughout Europe, 

thanks in large part to the lasting popularity of Marco Polo's travelogue but also to a spate 

of scholarly treatises on the Assassins that appeared during the Seventeenth and Eighteenth 

centuries throughout the continent and particularly in France.45  And the now-Emperor 

Napoleon's abortive but exalted Egyptian Campaign (1798-1801) only stoked the flames 

of curiosity in France for all things Oriental. Sacy took advantage of growing European 

interest in the Orient and delivered a paper connecting hashish—that inherently evil and 

Oriental substance recently encountered by the French Army in Egypt—to the etymology 

and practices of the Crusades-era Ismaili Assassins.  "I have no doubt," Sacy confidently 

declared, "that the mixture of hemp leaf with some other drugs can lead to violent mania...I 

thus am inclined to believe that among the Ismailis, called Hachichins or Hasschasch, there 

																																																								
44 It is believed that while imprisoned in Genoa between 1298 and 1299, Marco Polo dictated his travel 
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(Cambridge, UK: D.S. Brewer, 2013), 1-12. 
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are people that are specifically raised to kill, that were delivered, through the use of hashish, 

to this absolute resignation to the will of their leader."46 With this hour-long presentation 

on the etymology and practices of the Assassins—which turned out to be both historically 

and linguistically inaccurate—Sacy concretized his initial condemnation of hashish as both 

evil and Oriental from Christomathie arabe with philological science, at the time 

considered one of the primary engines of knowledge production in Western academia. 47 

  At the time of Sacy's speech in 1809, most of what was known in France and 

throughout the West about the Nizari Ismailis came from the fantastic account in Marco 

Polo's Livre des Merveilles du Monde. Uninterested in or unaware of the actual history of 

the radical sect,48 Polo instead treated his readers to fictive tales about the Syrian branch's 

last leader, "Aloadin," known by the Crusaders as the 'Old Man of the Mountain', and his 

supposed use of a potion and staged Garden of Paradise to inculcate in devotees a fidelity 

so absolute they would leap to their deaths from the walls of the castle at his mere 
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command.49 But as numerous scholars have shown, Marco Polo sourced this folkloric 

description of the assassins from a variety of prominent "black" legends about the sect that 

circulated first in the Arabo-Islamic world and then in Crusades-era works penned by 

Europeans, including Benjamin of Tudela, Arnold of Lübeck and William of Tyre.50 In 

Marco Polo's recounting we find a mélange of four of the most popular of these black 

legends about the assassins, what Farhad Daftary labeled the 'hashish legend,' the 'paradise 

legend,' the 'training legend', and the 'death-leap legend'. As Daftary argued, these fictions 

were "meant to provide satisfactory explanations for behaviour that would otherwise seem 

irrational or strange to the medieval European mind." 51  While hoping to offer new 

etymological insights into the infamous Assassins cult, Sacy relied on Polo's mythic 

account of the sect as a satisfactory historical primer, thus lending academic legitimacy to 

the black legends about the Nizari Ismaili, including the invented idea that hashish use 

played a central role in transforming the sect's devotees into mindless but deadly assassins. 

 In terms of etymology, Sacy transformed the 'hashish legend' into a scientifically 

verified fact by arguing that contemporaries in Syria and Egypt called the Nizari 

“Hachichins” because of their leader's use of the drug hashish to deceive and indoctrinate 

devotees.  He based this assertion on the Thirteenth century writings of Syrian scholar, Abu 

Shama Shihab al-Din  (1203-1268 CE), who used the term al-Hashishiyya when describing 

an Ismaili attack in 1174 CE on the first Ayyubid Sultan Saladin in the Syrian city of 
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Azaz.52 From this one source Sacy concluded rather confidently, "there is hardly any need 

to prove that the Hashishiyya and the Ismailis are the same people, or if you like, the same 

sect...There would be no use looking for other authorities to prove this identity."53 As it 

turns out, Sacy's confidence was misplaced and his etymological conclusions incorrect. 

One can find no explicit mention in known contemporary sources of hashish use among 

the Nizari. And as Marshall Hodgson, Bernard Lewis and Farhad Daftary have shown, 

when the term is used in extant Arabic (and often Sunni) sources it "is used only in its 

abusive, figurative sense of 'low-class rabble' and 'irreligious social outcasts'" rather than 

as a practical designation of the sect's practices.54 Sacy failed to comprehend the nuanced 

meaning of the term Hashishiyya used disparagingly by Sunni scholar Abu Shama to 

describe the sect and thus propagated a flawed etymology and history of the Nizari Ismaili 

that falsely implicated hashish as both the philological and physical source of the violent 

Assassins of Alamut. 

 False etymology and narrative established, Sacy concluded his speech on the Nizari 

Ismailis with a crescendo of criticism against hashish supported by the biased judgments 

of medieval Sunni scholars and the reductive and racist accounts of hashish use in the 

Eighteenth century Islamic world by European explorers. Just as he did in Chrestomathie 

Arabe, Sacy pulled heavily and uncritically from the Thirteenth century writings of the 

Sunni Egyptian scholar al-Makrizi, who wrote of hashish, "only people of the lowest class 

dare eat it; and even they are loath to hear themselves called by a name derived from this 
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drug."55 He also cited a brief passage in which al-Makrizi bemoans the presence of an 

Ismaili hashish dealer in Cairo around 1392. 56   With little reflection or regard for 

anachronism, Sacy coupled these anecdotal critiques with lengthy quotations from the 

Eighteenth century travel writings of Charles-Nicolas-Sigisbert Sonnini, Carsten Niebuhr, 

and Guillaume-Antoine Olivier, all of whom recounted critical stories about hashish 

consumption and its dangerous consequences in the modern Islamic world. 57 Sonnini's 

stories of poor Egyptians using hashish to "charm away their misery," Olivier's testimony 

to the "delirium, stupor, and death" caused by excessive hashish consumption in Persia, 

and Neibuhr's descriptions of Arab hashish users exhibiting violent outbursts of irrational 

courage together attested to the ubiquity of hashish consumption in the Orient and 

highlighted drug’s adverse effects. To further underline these dangers, Sacy cited the 

hashish prohibition passed in October of 1800 during the French expedition to Egypt, 

which he also mentioned in Chrestomathie Arabe three years earlier.58  Though none of 

these sources provided a shred of direct evidence to support his philological assertions, 

they did provide Sacy with sensational descriptions of hashish use in the Orient that 

resembled those Marco Polo's travel tales, thus lending added credibility to his ultimate 
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contention concerning the etymological and material connection between hashish and the 

Ismaili Assassins. 

  With his chapter on the "herbe of the Fakirs" in Chrestomathie Arabe and his 

speech to the Institut de France on the "Dynasty of the Assassins and the Etymology of 

their Name," Silvestre de Sacy transformed biased anecdotes and folktales about hashish 

and the Nizari Ismaili into scientifically verified facts. As the leading expert on Oriental 

languages in France and Europe, Sacy used his academic authority to frame hashish as a 

moral and physical threat to the West emanating from the Orient. He then promulgated an 

interpretation of the Nizari Ismaili built on biased Sunni sources and mythic legends 

penned in medieval Europe that portrayed hashish as a magic potion used by crazed Imams 

to stupefy and transform devotees into cold-blooded assassins. Sacy's work on the 

Hachichins and corresponding portrayals of hashish as their drug of choice thus privileged 

fantasies over facts, reduced the Nizari Ismaili to caricatures of Oriental savagery, and 

codified hashish as an inherently evil, Oriental, and violence-inducing intoxicant that 

threatened the virtuous and rational Occident. And this caricature of the Nizari Ismailis 

first introduced and academically authorized by Sacy in 1809 quickly became and remains 

today a readily employed shorthand that scholars, scientists, writers, and law makers in 

France and across the West have cited for centuries as evidence of the dangers of hashish. 

 

From Myth to Fact: Producing Knowledge about Hashish in 19th century France 

	 There is a famous saying, often credited to Vladimir Lenin, that "a lie told often 

enough becomes the truth." Origin and historical baggage of this truism aside, it applies 

rather well to the story of how Sacy's myth of the Hachichins became an established fact 
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in France and Europe during the first half of the Nineteenth century. Despite numerous 

disputations in press and print,59 Sacy's speech on the Assassins and the etymology of their 

name time and again appeared in the footnotes of French and European publications 

associated with an array of academic disciplines, including medicine, pharmacy, 

psychiatry, history, linguistics, geography, archeology, and agricultural science. Unaware 

of or unconcerned by the errors in Sacy's contentions, scholars and scientists publishing in 

France during the first half of the Nineteenth century routinely cited his work as verified 

facts about hashish, the Nizari Ismailis, and the Islamic world in general. And with each 

citation, Sacy's erroneous myth of the Hachichins gained increased veracity, becoming by 

as early as the 1830s an established detail in the fabric of Western knowledge about the 

Orient and hashish.60 	

 This process of producing facts (as well as myths) through academic citations and 

references is known among literary theorists and scholars of communications as 

intertextuality. 61  Understood in a general sense as an interrelationship between texts, 
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books of M. de Hammer and M. Sylvestre de Sacy, contained in Volume XVI of the Mémoires de 
l'Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, and, regarding the etymology of the word assassin, his letter 
to the editor of the Moniteur, inserted in Number 259 of the year 1809." Charles Baudelaire, Les Paradis 
Artificiels (Paris: Garnier-Flammarion, [1860] 1966), 31.  
61 Ken Hyland, "Academic Attribution: Citation and the Construction of Disciplinary Knowledge," Applied 
Linguistics 20:3 (1999): 341-67; B. Ott and C. Walter, "Intertextuality: Interpretive Practice and Strategy," 
Critical Studies in Mass Communication 17 (2000): 429-66. FOr more on the history of the term for 
linguistics, from which it first emanated in the 1960s, see Maria Jesús Martinez Alfaro, "Intertexuality: 
Origins and Development of the Concept," Atlantis 18: 1/2 (June-December 1996): 268-85. 
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intertexuality in an academic sense, sometimes called "manifest" intertexutality, implies 

the explicit and repeated reference by a community of scholars to previous publications 

considered relevant or vital to the creation of new knowledge. "The construction of 

academic facts is a social process," linguist Ken Hyland wrote, "with the cachet of 

acceptance only bestowed on a claim after negotiation with editors, expert reviewers and 

journal readers, the final ratification granted, of course, with the citation of the claim by 

others and, eventually, the disappearance of all acknowledgement as it is incorporated into 

the literature of the discipline."62 Scholars of communications, such as Karim H. Karim, 

have examined the ways in which modern news and entertainment media in the West 

"intertextually weaves" the Assassins myth into their content and in so doing "reinforces 

the ingrained image of the violent Muslim."63 But no study on either side of the Atlantic to 

date has examined exactly how Sacy's claims first became intertexutally woven into French 

and Western academic discourse and popular historical consciousness. As this section will 

show, French and European scholars, with their repeated, mostly uncritical citations of 

Sacy's memoire on the dynasty of assassins, steadily transformed the myth of the 

Hachichins into common knowledge requiring by the mid Nineteenth century no citation 

or reference to prove its veracity.  

  The first academic disciplines to accept and cite Silvestre de Sacy's contentions 

about hashish came from the field of medicine, and particularly the specialties of pharmacy, 

psychiatry, and medical history. Within months of Sacy's speech to the Institut in May of 
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1809, several medical journals, including the Bulletin des Sciences médicales and the 

Journal de pharmacie et de chimie, printed excerpts of the speech focused on "intoxicating 

preparations made with cannabis" for France's scientific community. 64  The extracts 

outlined key facts from Sacy's speech, including the various intoxicants made from 

cannabis in the Orient, the range of symptoms induced by the drugs, the French prohibition 

in Egypt from October 1800 (sans Menou), and a brief recounting of Sacy's myth of the 

Hachichins and corresponding etymological connection between assassin and hashish. And 

as in Sacy's original speech, the excerpts emphatically warned their readers that hashish 

use "sometimes produces a state of frenzy or violent furry" in the user. But the editors of 

the Bulletin des Sciences médicales, which first published the excerpt in its September 1809 

edition, urged their readers not to dismiss the substance outright as entirely dangerous or 

worthless medically. "Cannabis deserves the attention of chemists," the editors concluded 

at the end of the excerpt. "Could they not ensure, through analysis and different tests, some 

principles that we can extract and some preparations that it can furnish?"65  

 This wary yet hopeful ambivalence shaped discussions about cannabis and hashish 

among French pharmacists through the first half of the Nineteenth century. Many scholar-

practitioners of pharmacy at this time, including Pierre Charles Rouyer, J.J. Virey, Edmund 

De Courtive, and Joseph-Bernard Gastinel, ambivalently viewed hashish as a dangerous, 

violence-inducing intoxicant that, once released by Western science from its primordial 
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65 Silvestre de Sacy, "Des préparations enivrantes faites avec le chanvre," Bulletin de Pharmacie, Vol. 1 
(Novembre 1809), 526. 
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Oriental form, could provide the civilized world with potentially useful medications.66 By 

the late 1840s these and other pharmacists working both in and outside of France had 

experimented widely with cannabis-based medications and published dozens of 

dissertations, journal and newspaper articles, and treatises on methods of extracting the 

plant's active properties, the various medicines prepared from those extracts, and the 

scientific results of using those medications to treat a variety of illnesses, including typhus, 

plague, cholera, and dysentery, among others.67 Though many of these pharmacologists 

often praised the medicinal virtues of hashish, the vast majority of them based their studies 

of all cannabis-based medications on the faulty premise (authorized by Sacy) that hashish, 

in raw form from the Orient, induced a violent delirium in users. French chemists and 

pharmacists thus treated this central mistruth about hashish as a control variable in their 

experiments with cannabis-based medications, which potentially tainted their conclusions, 

whether laudatory or critical, and further ingrained Sacy's myth of the Hachichins into 

Europe's epistemic culture.  

 A similar ambivalence and uncritical acceptance of Sacy's contentions about the 

Hachichins can be found throughout debates about hashish among French physicians and 

particularly psychiatrists practicing during the 1830s and 1840s. For some of these doctors, 

																																																								
66 Pierre Charles Rouyer, " Notice sur les medicaments usuels des Égyptiens," Description de l'Égypte, État 
moderne Tome I (Paris, 1809), 217-32, also published in the Bulletin de Pharmacie 2:9 (1810): 385-415; 
J.J. Virey, “Du Népenthès, Remède exhilarant, donné par la belle Hélène à Télémaque, selon Homère,” 
Bulletin de pharmacie Tome 5 (1813): 49-60; G.B. Gastinel, "Nouvelle préparation de hachich (lettres à 
l'Academie de Médecine), Bulletin de l'Academie Royale (Nationale) de Médecine (Paris, 1848), 13 pages 
675-78, 827-29, 1386-87; Edmund De Courtive, E. "Haschisch, étude historique, chimique et 
physiologique," [Thèse, École de pharmacie de Paris, 1848].  
67 The most complete and up-to-date bibliography of these publications can be found in Jacques Arveiller, 
"Le Cannabis en France au XIXe sicècle: une histoire médicale," L'Évolution psychiatrique 78 (2013): 451-
84.  
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such as Louis Aubert-Roche, Appollinaire Bouchardat, Antoine Barthelemy Clot, and 

Jacques-Joseph Moreau, hashish offered numerous medicinal benefits and could be used 

effectively to treat both physical and mental illnesses. 68  Psychiatrist Jacque-Joseph 

Moreau, who later hosted the famous  Club des Hachichins in Paris during the 1840s, 

believed hashish intoxication induced a temporary state of insanity that could be used by 

the seasoned psychiatrist to both study and treat mental illnesses.69 “To comprehend the 

ravings of a madman, it is necessary to have raved oneself, but without having lost the 

awareness of one’s madness,” Moreau argued in his 1845 treatise Du Hachisch et de 

l'alienation mentale. And “there is not a single, elementary manifestation of mental illness 

that cannot be found in the mental changes caused by hashish.”70  Many French physicians 

shared Moreau’s optimism concerning the medical usefulness of hashish, including Louis 

Aubert-Roche and Antoine Barthelemy Clot, both of whom lived and practiced in Egypt 

and served as medical consultants to Muhammad Ali Pasha al-Mas'ud ibn Agha during the 

																																																								
68 Louis R. Aubert-Roche, De la peste ou typhs d'Orient: documens et observations recueillis pendant les 
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the Seine, Moreau hoped to gain greater insight into the origins and dynamics of insanity Jacques-Joseph 
Moreau de Tours, Du Hachisch et de l'alienation mentale, 3-23. Jacques-Joseph Moreau de Tours, Du 
Hachisch et de l'alienation mentale, 3-23..   
70 In his first chapter on the history of hashish, Moreau cites a large portion of Marco Polo's legendary 
stories about the Nizari Isama'ili, which he frames with references to Sacy's memoire on the assassins. 
Jacques-Joseph Moreau de Tours, Du Hachisch et de l'alienation mentale, 34-35. 
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1820s and 1830s. Both doctors regularly used hashish to treat patients with the plague, 

cholera, and typhus and often published their results in metropolitan journals in France.71 

But other physcians, and and most vocally psychiatrist Brierre de Boismont, believed the 

dangers outweighed the benefits of hashish. In several publications from the late 1830s, 

Boismont referenced the infamous "prince of the assassins, well known as the Old Man of 

the Mountain" to support his conclusions that prolonged hashish consumption caused 

insanity and "as is well known among Orientals, gives rise to serious troubles."72 Whether 

proponents or opponents of the drug, then, French psychiatrists based their medical 

conclusions on the idea that hashish induced a psychosis in users and, on all sides of the 

debate, referenced Sacy's myth of the Hachichins as substantiated evidence for their 

diagnostic link between hashish and insanity.    

 Authors of medical reference books and medical histories in France likewise 

referenced Sacy's myth of the Hachichins in numerous publications appearing throughout 

the 1820s, 1830s, and 1840s, further concretizing this mythic association between hashish 

and violent delirium as a scientific fact. In his 1826 publication, Histoire médicale des 

Marais et traité des fièvres intermittentes causés par les émanations des euax stagnantes, 

historian and physician Jean-Baptiste Monfalcon of Lyon cited Sacy's memoire on the 

assassins when discussing the toxic influence of hemp cultivation, and particularly the 

retting process, on soil and surrounding water sources in swampy areas where the water 

table is near even with ground level. After outlining the dangers of hemp retting water, 
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Manfalcon offered his readers a final warning on hashish. "The poisonous smell that 

emanates from cannabis/hemp is very strong," he wrote. 

 Those who are seized with tiredness from fields covered with this plant, 
 sometimes experience waking dreams, dizziness and a sort of intoxication. 
 They prepare in the Orient, since time immemorial, a very strong drink 
 called hashish. Its use throws  one into a kind of ecstasy like that produced 
 by opium, and even causes a kind of passing dementia. (See the Memoir of 
 the scholar M. Silvestre de Sacy for more on hashish liquor).73 
 
While it is true that during the retting process hemp releases toxins into surrounding water 

supplies that can cause or contribute to illness in animals and humans, this toxicity results 

from bacteria produced through fermentation rather than from the plant's psychoactive 

property, tetrahydrocannabinol (commonly known as THC). Unaware of this fact, 74 

Monfalcon assumed a correlation between the toxicity of retting water and the 

psychoactive properties of cannabis itself and used Sacy's myth of the Hachichins to further 

evidence this association. In the 1833 pharmacopeia Flore Médicale, François Pierre 

Chaumeton and his co-editors argue that hashish, "which is sought with a sort of fury by 

the Orientals," cripples those who use it with "torpor, feelings of powerlessness, and 

stupidity."75 And like Malfalcon, the editors of this volume—a mixture of botanists and 

physicians—supported their classifications of hashish with references to the 

aforementioned excerpts of Sacy's speech published in the September 1809 edition of the 
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Bulletin des Sciences médicales. 76  Much as their contemporaries in pharmacy and 

psychiatry, these and other French scholars of medicine helped transform Silvestre de 

Sacy's myth of the Hachichins into a scientific fact and as a result produced and spread 

scientific knowledge about cannabis based on mistruths.  

 Scholars working in the softer sciences of history and linguistics also readily 

referenced Sacy's myth of the Hachichins when discussing hashish or the peoples, cultures, 

and histories of the Islamic world in their works. And as for the abovementioned 

pharmacists and physicians, Sacy's Assassins legend functioned for French historians and 

linguists as scientifically certified shorthand for the supposed irrational and violent nature 

of both hashish and “Orientals.” As one can imagine, historians of the crusades were 

especially interested in Sacy's work and often cited his memoire on the Assassins when 

discussing encounters between Crusaders and the Syrian branch of the Nizari Ismaili 

during the Twelfth and Thirteenth centuries.77 In the second volume of his internationally 

bestselling work Histoire des croisades (1812-22), for example, royalist historian Joseph-

François Michaud discussed the Nizari Ismaili and included as a source in the volume's 

"pièces justificatives" a letter he received from an avid reader about the sect's origins and 

ties to hashish.78 The author of this letter, a retired naval officer and Count from Marseille, 
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M. Am. Jourdain, outlined the "marvelous powers" of hashish and a rudimentary history 

of the Hachichins based faithfully on Sacy's "Mémoire sur les Assassins," because as any 

reader knew, "it is impossible to raise doubt about the truth of the etymology proposed by 

Sacy."79 By including Jourdain's letter as supporting documentation, Michaud embedded 

Sacy's myth of the Hachichins into a historical narrative that stood for decades in France 

and across Europe as the comprehensive account of the Crusades.80 One can even find 

histories of the crusades published in France during the 1820s and 1830s that referenced 

Sacy's myth of the Hachichins through a citation of Michaud's Histoire des Croisades.81 

Citation by citation, then, historians in France helped weave Sacy's mythic depictions of 

the Nizari Ismailis and corresponding condemnations of hashish into the fabric of French 

historical knowledge about the famed Crusades.  

 And not only in France did Orientalists and historians of the Crusades routinely cite 

Sacy's mythic portrayals of the Nizari Ismailis and their supposed drug of choice, hashish, 

as scientific facts. In 1818, Austrian Orientalist Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall published a 

full-length history of the Assassins based on a combination of primary and secondary 

sources, including Persian and Arabic manuscripts at Vienna's Imperial Library and, 
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principally, Sacy's memoire from 1809.82 Hammer-Purgstall, who served as a translator 

and diplomat in Istanbul for the Habsburg Empire during the early 1800s, shared Sacy's 

disdain for the Nizari Ismailis, and similarly culled his history from an array of Sunni and 

Western sources all highly critical of the Shi'ite sect.83 A committed royalist and staunch 

anti-revolutionary, Hammer-Purgstall saw in the Nizari the origins of secret societies, such 

as the Templars, the Illuminati, or the Freemasons, and the beginning of their "pernicious 

influence" on social order and good government.84  He thus described the Nizari as a "union 

of imposters and dupes," an "order of murderers," and an "empire of conspirators," and 

correspondingly portrayed hashish as a "pernicious substance" that inspires "violent mania" 

and thus "threatens public order."85 To substantiate these claims, Hammer included in his 

endnotes translations of Sacy's memoire from 1809 as well as a letter he wrote to the 

newspaper, Moniteur, defending his etymology against the abovementioned contentions of 

"M.R. from Marseille. Thus, with his publication of Die Geschichte der Assassinen, which 

became the most widely read history of the Nizari Ismaili in Europe throughout the 

Nineteenth and early Twentieth centuries, Hammer-Purgstall internationally verified 

Sacy's myth of the Hachichins and thus transnationally spread his mistruths about hashish 

and the Nizari Ismaili across Europe and by the 1830s into the English-speaking world.  
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 Scientifically proven and internationally verified by the mid 1820s, Sacy's 

erroneous etymology connecting hashish and assassin appeared with increasing frequency 

in French dictionaries and encyclopedias, evidencing a gradual acceptance of Sacy's 

contentions as common knowledge. In the 1822 edition of the Dictionnaire Chronologique 

et Raisonné, which its editors described as "a truthful survey of the progress of the human 

mind in France from 1789 to 1820," the entry for "assassin" simply contained an abridged 

version of Sacy's 1809 memoire on the Nizari Ismaili and excerpts from his letter to the 

Moniteur from the same year defending his etymology against public criticism.86 The 

editors of this work, a collection of unnamed scholars employed by Parisian publisher 

Louis Colas, clearly believed that Sacy's myth of the Hachichins offered the best definition 

of the term "assassin" and its heady origins for French readers. In Dictionnaire 

étymologique de la langue française (1829), Jean Roquefort-Flaméricourt offered a more 

concise definition of "assassin" but similarly connected the term to hashish via Sacy's myth 

of the Nizar Ismailis. The entry read: "ASSASSIN: someone who kills through treachery 

and ambush; derived from Hachichins, people of Syria, also called Ismailis, or the 

Haschischa, and who would assassinate the enemies of their master, the Old Man of the 

Mountain while on hashish."87 Roquefort here repeated the well-established “facts” of the 

Assassins but interestingly failed to cite Sacy as the source of the information. In the 1833 

publication Encyclopédie des Gens du Monde, we again find un-cited reference to Sacy's 

myth of the Hachichins in the entry for "assassin." After defining the term "assassin" as 
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"murder committed with premeditation, that is to say with designs formed in advance of 

the attack on the life of the individual, or with ambush, that is to say after having waited 

more or less time for an individual with the plan of killing them or exercising on them an 

act of violence," the author Propser-Alexis de La Nourais, who that same year published 

the aforementioned French translation of Hammer-Purgstall's Die Geschichte der 

Assassinen, provided the reader with a historical précis on the mythic Hachichins and a 

footnote on the origins of their name. "This name," he wrote, "was given to the Ismailis on 

account of their use of an intoxicating preparation yet known in the Orient by the name of 

hashish. This hashish...is taken either in pellets or smoked, and the intoxication that it 

causes usually throws the user into ecstasy or delirium, and we easily see why the use of 

hashish was general among the Assassins, so they received the name Hachichins (eaters of 

hashish)."88 Though de la Nourais ended his entry with a plug for and thus citation of his 

recently published translation of Hammer-Purgstall, he failed explicitly to mention Sacy as 

the architect of this epistemic link between assassin and hashish. This lack of citations in 

these and other French reference texts demonstrates that by the 1830s Sacy's false 

association of hashish and assassin built on a fabricated myth of the Nizari Ismailis had 

become so well-known and accepted across the academic disciplines in France, so tightly 

interwoven into scientific discourse, that mention of the affiliation required no explicit 

reference to the original source.89  
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Conclusion 

Throughout the first half of the Nineteenth century, scientists and scholars across 

the French academy accepted Sacy's specious conclusions about the Nizari Ismailis and the 

origins of their name and routinely cited his work when discussing the sect, hashish or the 

Islamic world in general. Taking their cues from Sacy, French pharmacists viewed hashish 

as a dangerous, violence-inducing intoxicant that, once released by Western science from 

its raw Oriental form, might provide the civilized world with beneficial medicines. Their 

contemporaries in psychiatry similarly drew from Sacy’s caricature of the Hachichins to 

fabricate a diagnostic link between hashish and insanity that codified both as intrinsically 

Oriental. And French historians and linguists concretized Sacy’s contentions about the 

sect’s origins and hashish use in the history and language of France, the former as a primary 

source in nationalist histories of the Crusades and the latter as the official etymology of the 

French word “assassin.” Through their repeated and uncritical references to Sacy's work 

on the Nizari Ismailis, these scholars steadily transformed the myth of the Hachichins into 

a scientifically verified fact that linked hashish to the act of assassination and codified both 

as essentially "Oriental." 

Sacy’s myth of the Hachichins endured as a persuasive and pervasive fait prouvé 

throughout the Twentieth century and into the Twenty-First, and not only in France but 

also in the United States.  Henry J. Anslinger, the first commissioner of the Federal Bureau 
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commerce, Tome 6, Partie 1 (Paris: MM. Firmin Didot frères, 1857), 571-72. 
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of Narcotics (a forerunner of today's DEA) and key proponent of the 1937 Marijuana Tax 

Act, supported his anti-cannabis campaign in the late 1930s with Sacy’s myth and 

etymological linkage of hashish and assassin. During a Congressional hearing in late April 

of 1937, Anslinger relayed a brief and humorously inaccurate account of the “Assassins of 

Persia” and their supposed use of hashish: "In Persia, a thousand years before Christ, there 

was a religious and military order founded which was called the Assassins and they derived 

their name from the drug called hashish which is now known in this country as marihuana. 

They were noted for their acts of cruelty, and the word 'assassin' very aptly describes the 

drug." 90  Anslinger and his associates used Nineteenth century French stereotypes of 

Oriental barbarity in tandem with anti-immigrant and racist rhetoric against Latinos and 

African Americans to typecast marijuana as an “assassin of youth” and danger to white 

America.91 The implicit and explicit racism at the heart of America’s first federal drug 

regulation arguably opened the door for the creation of the nation’s current drug laws that, 

as legal historian Michelle Alexander so aptly demonstrated in her tremendous study The 

																																																								
90 After a two-year propaganda campaign against marijuana, Henry Anslinger successfully pushed the 
Marijuana Tax Act through Congress in August of 1937, marking the first federal anti-cannabis law in the 
U.S. See "Statement of H.J. Anslinger to the Committee on Ways and Means of the House of 
Representatives, Seventy-Fifth Congress, First Session on H.R. 6385," April 27, 1937; and Henry J. 
Anslinger, "Marijuana: Assassin of Youth," The American Magazine 124:1 (July 1937): 8-15. 
91 The most alarming example of this is the infamous propaganda film Reefer Madness (1936). The film, 
co-produced by George Hirliman in tandem with Anslinger’s Bureau, employed all three themes (Oriental 
barbarity, anti-immigration xenophobia, and anti-black racism) when depicting the dangers of marijuana 
for America’s white youth. Several quotations from the movie also reflect this trinity of racism at the heart 
of Reefer Madness, at one point the narrator states, “There are 100,000 total marijuana smokers in the U.S., 
and most are Negroes, Hispanics, Filipinos and entertainers. Their Satanic music, jazz and swing result 
from marijuana use. This marijuana causes white women to seek sexual relations with Negroes, entertainers 
and any others.” And another character quickly retorts, “Reefer makes darkies think they’re as good as 
white men!”  
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New Jim Crow, disproportionately target and systematically oppress ethnic minorities and 

especially the African American community.92 

Thirty years later French politicians similarly drew from Sacy’s myth when 

debating the need for more severe drug laws in the wake of the May 1968 student protests.  

During open debates in the National Assembly, socialist deputy René Chazelle declared, 

“Not only does the young drug addict destroy himself, but he also becomes a social danger. 

The word assassin, moreover, does it not phonetically derive from the word for the sect of 

hashish smokers? The filiation between drugs and crime is not only assonance; it is a 

reality.”93 Politicians across the political spectrum echoed Chazelle’s concern over this 

growing “Arab plague” on French society.94  The resulting 1970 Droit de la Drogue, which 

still structures French drug laws today, hardened penalties and lengthened jail time for drug 

trafficking while giving police forces unprecedented power to suspend basic civil liberties 

in the pursuit of suspected traffickers and distributors.95And as a 2009 study conducted by 

Open Society Justice Initiative and the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique 

(CNRS) revealed, France’s current war on drugs disproportionately targets the nation’s 

ethnic minorities, believed by legislators and police to be the primary traffickers and 

																																																								
92 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York: 
The New Press, 2010). 
93 "Questions orales avec débat: Drogue - Séance de 24 Octobre 1969," Journal Officiel de la Républic 
Française: Débat Parlementaire – Assmeblée Nationale, Compte Rendu Des Séances 63 (Paris: 24 Octobre 
1969), 2945 
94 "Questions orales avec débat: Drogue - Séance de 24 Octobre 1969," Journal Officiel de la Républic 
Française: Débat Parlementaire – Assmeblée Nationale, Compte Rendu Des Séances 63 (Paris: 24 Octobre 
1969), 2935-45. 
95 The law called for a minimum penalty of 5 years in prison and fines amounting to no more than 50 
million francs for all those convicted of drug trafficking and distribution. Then known as Public health 
Code L. 627, the law also allowed police forces to enter private residences (though not at night) without 
warrant if sufficient evidence of drug trafficking or distribution existed, and it also strengthened the power 
of the state to exile and deport suspected traffickers See Journal Officiel de la Républic Française: Débat 
Parlementaire – Assmeblée Nationale, Compte Rendu Des Séances  4 (Paris: 18 Décembre 1970): 6704. 
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distributors of illegal substances in France.96 The joint study concluded that “black” and 

“Arab” Parisians were respectively six and eight times more likely to be arrested for 

marijuana possession than their white counterparts.97 From its humble origins as a factoid 

in a conference paper given in 1809, then, Sacy’s myth of the Hachichins transformed 

citation by citation into a generally accepted set of Orientalized “facts” about hashish and 

the peoples and cultures of the Middle East that have been used on both sides of the Atlantic 

to underpin ineffective and draconian drug laws that disproportionately target ethnic 

minorities.  

	

	

																																																								
96 Sihem Souid, “La guerre aux drogues, une guerre contre les minorités ethniques?” Le Point (July 11 
2014), Accessed September 10, 2016, http://www.lepoint.fr/invites-du-point/sihem-souid/la-guerre-aux-
drogues-une-guerre-contre-les-minorites-ethniques-07-11-2014-1879530_421.php; “Kim Hullot-Guiot and 
Cécile Bourgneuf, “La lute contre les drogues, une <<guerre raciale>>?” Libération (15 avril 2015) 
Accessed September 10, http://www.liberation.fr/societe/2015 /04/15/ la-lutte-contre-les-drogues-une-
guerre- raciale_1240975.  
97 A 2015 study conducted by the Association Française de Réduction des Risque (AFR) also concluded 
that black and Arab communities in France are systematically targeted by police and nearly 10 times more 
likely than white Frech citizens to be stopped by police for random identity checks that often lead to drug 
arrests. “Kim Hullot-Guiot and Cécile Bourgneuf, “La lute contre les drogues, une <<guerre raciale>>?” 
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CHAPTER 4: "A DRUG NOT TO BE NEGLECTED": MEDICALIZING 

HASHISH IN FRANCE, 1810-1850 

 

 The intoxication produced by hashish throws the user into a sort of ecstasy 
 similar to that achieved by Orientals through the use of opium; it even 
 happens that users, fallen pretty to its effects, engage in brutal actions that 
 arise from dementia and delirium. But cannabis deserves the attention of 
 pharmacists and chemists. Could they not extract, through analysis and 
 diverse tests, some principles that we can extract and some preparations 
 that it can furnish?     –Bulletin de Pharmacie (1809) 
 

 I thus must point out that this substance, hashish, may well become very 
 useful in medicine. I believe it is a drug not to be neglected. Those who 
 experience it will recognize the therapeutic value against the plague and 
 other diseases.        –Louis-Rémy Aubert Roche (1840) 
 

 Dr. Willemin has particularly drawn the attention of the Academy to a 
 medicine which he has experienced, and of which he has obtained good 
 results against cholera. This remedy is the extract of Cannabis indica but 
 not raw hashish, produced more or less concentrated and impure, but the 
 active ingredient of the plant, isolated by a French pharmacist from Cairo, 
 Joseph-Bernard Gastinel.        –L’Abeille Médicale (1848) 
 

Introduction 

 

 On 17 October 1848, Dr. Alexandre Willemin delivered a paper to the Académie 

de médecine in Paris on the cholera epidemic in Egypt that summer and the "salutary effects 

of the active ingredient of Cannabis indica in the treatment of this disease."1 The first cases 

of Asiatic cholera appeared in Cairo in early July, and by the end of the month nearly 240 

people had succumb to the disease. By the end of August, physicians in Alexandria, 

Damietta, and Rosetta also were reporting a marked rise in the number of cases of the "blue 

death." Willemin estimated that a total of nearly 20,000 people contracted the disease in 

Egypt during these two months, resulting in the deaths of just under 1000. In his speech to 

                                                
1 Alexandre Willemin, "Note sur l'épidémie de choléra observé au Caire en 1848, et sur les effets salutaires 
du principe actif du cannabis indica dans le traitment de cette maladie," Bulletin générale de 
thérapeautique médicae et chirurgicale 35 (1848): 337-342. 
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the Academy, Willemin, a French physician then working under fellow countryman, 

Antoine-Barhtélémy Clot-Bey, at Muhammad Ali's hospital at Abu Za'abal near Cairo, 

detailed this rapid spread of the disease. As many epidemiologists and physicians thought 

at that time, Willemin believed that cholera was a disorder of the central nervous system 

transmitted to humans via miasmas released in unhygienic and poorly aerated areas.  

Though we now know that cholera is a disease caused by the spread of the waterborne 

bacteria Vibrio cholerae, physicians practicing in the middle 19th century were unaware 

of the germ-theory of disease and many, like Willemin, believed in the theories of anti-

contagionism rooted in the idea that epidemic diseases were caused by, as Willemin put it, 

"certain morbid elements transmitted by the atmosphere."2  

 Even after he contracted the disease while treating patients at Abu Za'abal, 

Willemin continued to believe in the anti-contagionist and neurological nature of cholera. 

As did his colleagues, Antoine Clot-Bey and Joseph-Bernard Gastinel, a French pharmacist 

who had set up a substantial pharmaceutical practice in Cairo earlier in the decade. Based 

on their diagnosis of the disease as neurological and noncontagious, Clot-Bey and Gastinel 

believed that an effective course of treatment involved hashish tincture, "an energetic 

stimulant of the nervous system," that could "successfully reverse" the damage done by 

cholera on the brain and body. After receiving a 5-day course of treatment consisting of 

"15 drops of tincture of Cannabis indica" administered three times per day, Willemin 

reported a marked decrease in pain and cramping, a revitalization of his circulation and 

reflexes, and an overall decline in choleroid symptoms. “I thus believe,” Willemin 

                                                
2 Alexandre Willemin, "Note sur l'épidémie de choléra observé au Caire en 1848," 338. 
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concluded, “that of all the remedies proposed against cholera there are none more effective 

than the active principle of Cannabis indica.”3  

 During the first half of the nineteenth century, dozens of French pharmacists and 

physicians shared Willemin's theories and believed that hashish, though a dangerous and 

exotic intoxicant from the Orient, could be tamed by Western pharmaceutical sciences and 

once refined used by physicians to treat a variety of deadly and much-feared diseases. 

Rather than stymying the attention of scientists and physicians, orientlaized perceptions of 

cannabis produced during the early 19th century engendered serious research into the 

pharmaceutical properties of hashish made from what they classified as Cannabis indica. 

Especially during the 1840s, the heyday decade of medical marijuana during the century, 

medical practitioners working in France and North Africa used cannabis-based medicines, 

generally in the form of hashish tinctures, to treat the plague, cholera, dysentery, and 

insanity. These pharmacists and physicians published dozens of dissertations and articles 

on their uses and studies of hashish-based medicines in peer-review medical journals in 

France and throughout Europe. And a close examination of these publications reveals that 

discussions and debates about cannabis-based medicines figured prominently in the early 

professional development of French pharmacy as well as in prominent medical debates of 

the middle 19th century, most notably those concerning the nature and spread of epidemic 

diseases and the efficacy of homeopathy. Thus far from just a taboo, cannabis and its 

byproduct hashish occupied positions of great import in 19th century medical discourse 

                                                
3 Alexandre Willemin, "Note sur l'épidémie de choléra observé au Caire en 1848," 342. 
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and played a major role in helping French pharmacists and physicians solidify their 

professional status and advance some the centuries’ most heated medical debates.  

 

Hashish and the Professionalization of French Pharmacy, 1800-1830 

In the early 1800s, French doctors wrote about hashish as an Oriental intoxicant 

and routinely emplotted the drug within a fictionalized narrative of Muslim and Arab 

savagery. These pharmacists and physicians almost always pulled from Silvestre de Sacy’s 

Assassin’s myth as a key thread in this tapestry. And with each citation they further 

concretized Sacy’s argument concerning the etymological and physical connection 

between assassination and hashish as a baseline for understanding the medicinal potential 

of the “Oriental” drug. Hashish thus played a noteworthy role in the early professional 

development of French medicine and pharmacy, as French pharmacists and physicians 

believed the ever-advancing western sciences, namely pharmacy based in Lavoisier’s “new 

chemistry,” capable of taming and refining the Oriental intoxicant for Western 

consumption as a medicine.  

The first mention of hashish in 19th century French medical literature appeared in 

Histoire médicale de l’Armée d’Orient (1802), a collection of firsthand accounts of the 

medical challenges faced by the French Army of the Orient during their Egyptian 

Campaign between the summers of 1789 and 1801.4 Edited by René Nicolas Dufriche 

Desgenettes, physician from Montpellier and chief medical officer throughout the course 

of France’s brief colonial venture in Egypt, Histoire médicale includes treatises penned by 

                                                
4R. Desgenettes, Histoire Médicale de l’Armée d’Orient, Deux Parties (Paris: Chez Croullebois, An 
X/1802), 12. 
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numerous physicians and pharmacists attached to the Army’s medical staff and the 

Commission des Sciences et des Arts, a group of 167 French scientists and scholars who 

accompanied the Army to North Africa.5 In Histoire médicale Desgenettes and his fellow 

military physicians give their readers a decidedly reductive and racialized depiction of 

Egyptians and their native medical practices. Throughout the book the authors pepper 

anecdotes of Arab savagery into detailed reports of troop movements, medical ordonnances, 

and treatments employed by the medical staff to fight plague, dysentery, opthtalmia, 

diarrhea, and many other ailments crippling the French Army. In his description of troop 

movements across the desert after the battle of the Pyramids in July of 1798, for example, 

Desgenettes complains of the “swarm of Arabs which fluttered around the army as if a 

wake of vultures.”6
 While discussing a physician in Jaffa called Mustapha later in his 

chronicle, Desgenettes severely criticized “the Turk” as “ridiculous” and judged his 

medical opinions as “vague” and “distorted.” The French medical chief also took issues 

with Mustapha’s medical implements and “archaic” methods: “His instruments and 

plasters, of which he was very satisfied, belonged, in order to classify them in the history 

of art, more to the end of the 16th century.”7 Though impossible to verify the veracity of 

this assessment, it is clear from a close reading of Desgenettes’s report that he viewed 

Egypt as a disease-ridden, stunted society and Egyptians as, at their worst, vicious 

scavengers and, at their best, medical hacks with antiquated tools and techniques. One 

could argue that Desgenettes included these reductive anecdotes about Egypt and 

                                                
5 Eric Sartori, L'Empire des sciences - Napoléon et ses savants (Paris: Ellipses, 2003), 12-14. 
6 R. Desgenettes, Histoire Médicale Partie 1, 12. 
7 R. Desgenettes, Histoire Médicale, Partie I, 52-53. 
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Egyptians in his report to further highlight by way of contradistinction the superiority of 

French and Western medical practices.  

Desgenettes further concretizes this contradistinction between the civilized French 

and barbaric Egyptians in the annex of his report, where he includes an abridged copy of 

the hashish ban passed by General Abdallah Menou in October of 1800 as evidence of the 

insidious influence of native hashish culture on French soldiers and its medical threat to 

the Army of the Orient.8  Desgenettes reports to his reader that on 17 October of 1800, “the 

general-in-chief [Menou] prohibited by his order of the day, under severe penalties, the 

importation, preparation, and sale of hashish, the plant used for the distillation of an 

intoxicating liquor; He also wisely forbid smoking the seed of cannabis.”9   Desgenettes 

goes on to quote Menou’s ban, which stated that the plague most commonly afflicted those 

who "abused hashish and other strong liquors" and "frequented brothels, cafes, and 

cabarets" where their "excesses cost them freedom, life, and honor."10 Menou also claimed 

in the official ban that statistics gathered by the medical officers, headed by Degenettes, 

indicated that one in four afflicted with the plague in Egypt "are known to be daily engaged 

in the excesses of hashish."11 As discussed in the first two chapters, hashish for centuries 

occupied a complex position in Egyptian culture as a medical panacea, a religious ritual 

(e.g. Sufism), and as an intoxicant used by people from all classes.12 But for Desgenettes 

and Menou indigenous hashish consumption represented a threat to the moral compass and 

public health of the French colony in Egypt as it, in their minds, contributed to the squalor 

                                                
8 For more on Abdallah Menou and the hashish ban of October 1800, see Chapter 2. 
9  R. Desgenettes, Histoire Médicale, Partie I, 184. 
10 Abdallah Menou, Ordre du Jour, 17 vendémiaire an 9 (8 October 1800) SHD B6 123. 
11 Abdallah Menou, Ordre du Jour, 17 vendémiaire an 9 (8 October 1800) SHD B6 123. 
12 Also see Franz Rosenthal, The Herb: Hashish Versus Medieval Muslim Society (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1971).  
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and filth that often accompanied the spread of diseases, such as the plague and cholera. 

Thus at the beginning of the 19th century, French physicians and colonial administrators 

viewed hashish consumption in Egypt as a threat to public health and marker of Oriental 

incivility. 

Later in Histoire médicale a physician called Ceresole provides a similarly 

reductive and racialized portrayal of hashish use among Egyptians. “The inhabitant of the 

Saïd, he wrote,  

has a bronzed complexion with well-pronounced features in his face, his 
 eyes black, small and sunken, his eyes narrowed and proud. His muscles are 
 quite pronounced and formidable. The features of the woman are more 
 softened with rounded forms. But she has neither the splendor of beauty nor 
 the grace of her European counterpart. She has a flaccid and elongated 
 breast, a prominent belly…Their eyes, however, are expressive and their 
 teeth very white. And as one moved toward South, one discovers, in the 
 form of the nose and lips, the traces of the ties contracted with the 
 inhabitants of the interior of Africa.13 

 
Ceresole goes on to describe Egyptian children as “feeble” and “commonly naked” and the 

boys as “very lascivious” and prone to unrestrained public masturbation. And the men, he 

says, “overindulge in their sorbets, licorice water, and hashish pills and confections that 

would not find the same welcome in us.”14 Hashish use, sexual deviancy, exaggerated 

physical features associated with “black Africa” all combine in Histoire médicale to form 

a thick tapestry of Oriental barbarism for readers in France and Europe interested in the 

history of the infamous Egyptian Campaign. 

                                                
13 Ceresole, “Des Observations du citoyen CERESOLE, médecin ordinaire de l’armée, dans un voyage, sur 
la rive occidentale du Nil, du Kaire à Syouth,” in Desgenette, Histoire médicale, Seconde Partie, 45. 
14 Ceresole, “Des Observations du citoyen CERESOLE,” 45. 
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Military pharmacist Pierre-Charles Rouyer, who served with Desgenettes and 

Ceresole in the Army of the Orient’s medical staff during the ill-fated Egyptian Campaign, 

similarly emplotted his depictions of hashish consumption in Egypt into a narrative replete 

with references to the savager of the Orient. In his assessment of Egyptian medical 

practices published in 1809 in the second volume of the famous Description de l’Egypt—

the formal lab report of the Commission des Sciences et des Arts released in 26 volumes 

between 1809 and 1828—Rouyer described native medicine as “simple,” centered on 

“crude remedies” rather than chemical science, and in an overall state of decay.15 He also 

argued that numerous medicines, such as acacia juice and numerous opiate mixtures well 

known to ancient Egyptians, were not in use at all by Muslim Egyptians during the early 

19th century. The Egyptians, he concluded, “having become apathetic and indolent, 

insensibly lost a great number of their medicines.”16 Rouyer blamed the spread of Islam to 

Egypt for this backslide into barbarity: “Many of these proselytes of Islam argue that 

everything is predestined, believing little in the effectiveness of medicines and other 

curative means…if an illness occurred, they took it as sent from God.” 17  Much like 

Desgenettes in his critique of the Turkish physician, Mustapha, Rouyer clearly defined 

medicine in the Islamic world and specifically Egypt as archaic and uncivilized. And as in 

Desgenettes’s critique, hashish operated in Rouyer’s assessment as a marker of Egyptian 

barbarism. One “crude remedy” used by the Egyptians, Rouyer reported, was cannabis 

                                                
15 Pierre Charles Rouyer, “Notice sur les médicaments usuels des Egyptiens," in Description de l'Egypte, 
ou Recueil des observations et dos recherches qui ont été faites en Egypt pendant l’expédition de l’armée 
franćaise, 2e éd. (Paris, 1809), 430-449. Rouyer also published this article in the Bulletin de Pharmacie 2:9 
(1810): 345-415. 
16 Pierre Charles Rouyer, “Notice sur les médicaments usuels des Égyptiens," Bulletin de Pharmacie, 430-
431. 
17 Pierre Charles Rouyer, “Notice sur les médicaments usuels des Égyptiens,” Bulletin de Pharmacie, 433. 
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based liquors and confections used by Egyptians as an intoxicant and medical panacea. 

“The mixture of the hellebore and the leaves of cannabis,” he wrote, “causes a more or less 

long intoxication, sometimes dangerous, but ordinarily cheerful and delightful. All these 

preparations, used heavily by inhabitants of the cities and the countryside, are not found 

among druggists (droguistes) like medicines; they are sold in special shops that are very 

numerous in all the cities of Egypt.”18 From Rouyer’s vantage Islam crippled the Egyptian 

masses, forcing them to abandon common cures, reject modern medicines, and overindulge 

in homemade and “dangerous” intoxicants like  hashish. 

But starting around 1809 French pharmacists and physicians increasingly viewed 

this presumed barbarism of hashish as an opportunity to demonstrate the civilizing power 

of Europe’s developing pharmaceutical sciences. By the late 1830s and 1840s dozens of 

French pharmacists and physicians practicing in both France and abroad wrote in praise of 

hashish-based tinctures, pills, and confections, believing the ever-advancing western 

sciences (namely pharmacy based in the “new chemistry”) capable of taming and refining 

the drug for Western consumption. Many of these pharmacists and doctors formed this 

ambivalent and racialized perception of hashish around Silvestre de Sacy’s Assassin’s 

Myth discussed in the previous chapter. In a speech at the Institut de France in July of 

1809, Sacy argued that the word “assassin” derived etymologically from the term 

“Hachichin,” or “hashish-eater,” which, Sacy contended, referenced a mythical Islamic cult 

of hash-crazed assassins that operated in Persia and Syria during the 13th century.19 Four 

                                                
18Pierre Charles Rouyer, “Notice sur les médicaments usuels des Égyptiens,” Bulletin de Pharmacie, 433. 
19 Silvestre de Sacy, "Mémoire sur la Dynastie des Assassins et sur l'Étymologie de leur Nom (Lu le 19 Mai 
1809)," Histoire et Mémoires de l'Institut Royal de France, Classe d'Histoire et de Littérature Ancienne. 
Tome Quatrième (Paris: L'Imprimerie Royale, 1818):1-83. 
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months after Sacy’s speech to the Institut, the newly created Bulletin de Pharmacie 

published a synopsis of the linguist’s contentions concerning hashish and the assassins and 

issued the following call to French chemists and pharmacists. "The intoxication produced 

by hashish," the article reported, "throws the user into a sort of ecstasy similar to that 

achieved by Orientals through the use of opium; it even happens that users, fallen pretty to 

its effects, engage in brutal actions that arise from dementia and delirium… But cannabis 

deserves the attention of pharmacists and chemists. Could they not extract, through analysis 

and diverse tests, some principles that we can extract and some preparations that it can 

furnish?20Thus despite its inaccuracies—chief among them the fact that the Ismaili did not 

use hashish—Sacy’s Assassins Myth formed the foundation upon which French 

pharmacists and physicians working in the early 1800s built their understanding of hashish 

and its potential medicinal uses. 

These discussions about and resulting experimentations with medicinal hashish in 

the early 19th century took place during a formative period in the professional development 

of French pharmacy, as practitioners reorganized their profession around the ideals and 

principles of two interconnected revolutions: the French Revolution and the Chemical 

Revolution. As Jonathan Simon details in Chemistry, Pharmacy and Revolution in France, 

1777-1809, French pharmacists constructed their new professional identity and institutions 

around the ideas generated from these revolutions in political and scientific thought.21 Like 

many scientists in France during the 18th and early 19th centuries, French pharmacists 

                                                
20 No Author, "Des préparations enivrantes faites avec le Chanvre; Mémoire lu à l’Institut par M. Silvestre 
de Sacy, le 7 Juillet 1809," Bulletin de Pharmacie 11(Novembre 1809): 523-50 
21 Jonathan Simon, Chemistry, Pharmacy and Revolution in France, 1777-1809 (London: Routledge, 
2005).  
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embraced the principles of scientific and rational inquiry emanating from the age of the 

Enlightenment and worked to dismantle the privilege-based guild system of the ancien 

régime and replace it with a rationalized and by 1803 nationalized professional 

infrastructure built on meritocracy.22 On 11 April 1803, the National Assembly created 

uniform standards and regulations for the developing pharmaceutical profession as well as 

three state-regulated Écoles de Pharmacies to monopolize the education and training of 

future practitioners. Pharmacists simultaneously organized professional associations, such 

as the Société de Pharmacie de Paris in 1803, which sponsored regular lectures at the three 

Écoles and later established a peer-review journal, the aforementioned Bulletin de 

Pharmacie, in 1809.23  These new state-backed institutions, professional associations, and 

peer review journals provided French pharmacists a sturdy platform to promote their 

growing academic discipline in the first decades of the 19th century.  

To further legitimize their venture, French pharmacists also promoted their field’s 

philosophical and methodological connections to Antoine-Laurent de Lavoisier’s “new 

chemistry,” which was sweeping across the Western academy around the turn of the 18th 

century.24 Before Lavoisier developed his oxygen theory of combustion in the 1770s, 

scientists in France and Europe understood the chemical world according to Greek 

                                                
22 Jonathan Simon, Chemistry, Pharmacy and Revolution in France, 1777-1809, 21-48. For more on the 
interrelationship between the Enlightenment and the Scientific Revolutions of the 18th and 19th centuries, 
see William Clark, Ian Golinski and Simon Schaffer, eds. The Sciences in Enlightenment Europe (Chicago: 
University of Chicago, 1999), 3-31; and Thomas L. Hankins, Science and the Enlightenment (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1985), 1-16. 
23 Jonathan Simon, Chemistry, Pharmacy and Revolution in France, 160-164; George Dilleman, Henri 
Bonnemain, and André Boucherle, La pharmacie française: Ses origins, son histoire, son évolution (Paris: 
Tec & Doc Lavoisier, 1992), 30-39. 
24 T.S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 2nd Ed. (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 
1970); W.H. Brock, The Norton History of Chemistry (New York: Norton, 1993); I.B. Cohen, Revolution in 
Science (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985); Paul Hoyningen-Huene, “Thomas Kuhn and 
the chemical revolution,” Foundations of Chemistry 10 (2008): 101-115. 
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philosopher Empedocles’s ancient theory of four pure elements—fire, water, air, and earth. 

Popularized by Aristotle and then applied to medicine by Galen to create humorism, the 

idea that four basic substances form the basic building blocks of all matter underpinned 

scientific and medical thinking from the 5th century B.C.E. to mid-to-late 18th century 

C.E.25 Even the prevailing chemical theory in Europe on the eve of Lavoisier’s discovery, 

the phlogiston theory, sat firmly upon philosophical foundations established in ancient 

Greece. But during the 1770s Lavoisier abandoned a career in law and devoted himself to 

the quantitative study of combustion, which ultimately led him to the discovery of oxygen 

and a sweeping rejection of classical chemistry based on ideas from ancient Greece.26 As 

historian Jonathan Simon argues, French pharmacists practicing around the turn of the 19th 

century embraced Lavoisier’s new chemistry—its guiding ideas, growing acceptance and 

esteem, nomenclature, and experimental logic and methods—as a means for their 

profession to dispel its “artisanal identity” from the ancien régime and reimagine itself 

anew as the cutting-edge scientific field of “chemical pharmacy.”27 But as these “new 

pharmacists,” including such notables as Antoine Francois Foucroy, Julien-Joseph Virey, 

and Louis Nicolas Vauquelin, worked to nationalize, modernize, and legitimize themselves 

according to the principles of their revolutionary age, they often used their newfound 

authority and scientific methods to add further veracity to centuries-old stereotypes about 

drugs and the Arabo-Islamic World. The aforementioned article in the November 1809 

                                                
25Mario Vegetti, “Between Knowledge and Practice: Hellenistic Medicine,” in Western Medical Thought 
from Antiquity to the Middle Ages, ed. Mirko D. Grmek, trans. Anthony Shugaar (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1998), 72-104. Danielle Gourevitch, “The Paths of Knowledge: Medicine in the Roman 
World,” in Ibid, 104-138. 
26 I. Bernard Cohen, Revolution in Science, 231-236. 
27 Jonathan Simon, Chemistry, Pharmacy and Revolution in France, 129-166. 
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issue of the Bulletin de Pharmacie containing the call for “new pharmacists” to study and 

refine hashish provides a clear example of French pharmacists building new medical and 

pharmaceutical knowledge on a foundation of Orientalized stereotypes about Arabs and 

hashish. 

In an article published in the Bulletin de Pharmacie in 1813, military pharmacist 

and at that time medical student Julien-Joseph Virey (1775-1846) built on this racialized 

depiction of the Orient and hashish, writing sensationalized lies about a hash-crazed 

Muslim assassin attacking a French general during the Egyptian Campaign. The article 

itself focused on the pharmaceutical properties of the famous potion, nepenthe, consumed 

by Helen in the fourth book of Homer’s Odyssey.28 Virey mused whether or not this famous 

potion was made from hashish, all the craze in Paris since Napoleon’s Egyptian Campaign 

(1798-1801) and Sacy’s well-publicized paper on the Hachichin. In the end, though, he 

concluded that Helen’s potion was made from the root of Jusquiame, or Hyoscyamus niger, 

and not from hashish. And in his discussion of hashish, mostly relegated to the footnotes, 

Virey even challenged Sacy’s assertions about the Hachichin, arguing that hashish alone 

could not have produced the intoxication described in the Assassin's legend.  

Despite this critique of hashish’s potency, Virey in the same breath reinforced with 

outright lies the idea propagated by Sacy that hashish transformed its users into violent 

murderers. Near the end of the article, after Virey concluded that nepenthe was not made 

                                                
28 Julien-Joseph Virey,"DU NÉPENTHÈS, Remède exhilarant, donné par la belle Hélène à Télémaque, 
selon Homère; Par J.-J. Virey, Bulletin de Pharmacie 11 (février 1813): 49-60. Interestingly enough, a 17th 
century painting by Simon Vouet of Helen taking nepenthe to relieve her sorrows after the fall of Troy 
adorned (and still adorns) the fireplace of the Salles des Actes at the Ecole de Pharmacie in Paris. Olivier 
Lafont, “Hélène de Troie et les médicaments, à partir d'un tableau de la Salle des Actes,” Revue d'histoire 
de la pharmacie 373 (2012): 7-16. 
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from hashish and that the Assassins must have cut their potion with something stronger, he 

nonetheless verified and brought to life the false etymological and physiological 

connection between hashish and assassins proffered by Sacy. Virey opened this side 

discussion of hashish with an unsourced anecdote about criminal proceedings in central 

France against a band of thieves who supposedly used a mixture of powdered cannabis 

seed and tobacco to poison and rob travelers. Giving no citation to corroborate this vignette, 

he then jumped abruptly into a discussion of the Old Man of the Mountain, leader of the 

Islamic Assassins, and his supposed use of a hashish-laced potion to deceive his devotees 

and transform them into mindless murderers.29 Though, again, he argued hashish alone 

could not produce the intoxicating effect described by Sacy, Virey accepted Sacy’s 

etymological argument concerning the origins of the cult’s monicker, Hachichin. Heaping 

insult on injury, Virey then took this myth of the Hachichin and wove it into a retelling of 

the aforementioned Egyptian Campaign and hashish ban passed by Abdallah Menou in 

October 1800. In his portrayal of events, Virey invented a new twist to the story of the 

hashish ban that brought to life for 19th century French readers the fabled Hachichin of the 

era of the Crusades. “The fanatic who killed General Kleber in Egypt, “ Virey wrote, 

“seems to have been excited by hashish.”30 In the footnote attached this uncorroborated 

and, as far as my research indicates, false statement, the author wrote, 'There is a decree 

taken by General Menou, on the 17th Vendemiaire, year IX, to prohibit the smoking of 

hemp seed and the distillation of hashish into an incipient liquor; The Muslims who take 

                                                
29 Julien-Joseph Virey,"DU NÉPENTHÈS,” 56. 
30 Julien-Joseph Virey,"DU NÉPENTHÈS,” 56. 
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this were exciting disorder. This plant is called the “grass of the fakirs,” or of the Turkish 

monks, for they first discovered the property. See Sacy, Chrestomathie Arab, tom. II.31 

With a sentence and a footnote, Virey verified Sacy’s specious conclusions and used them 

to fabricate a story about a hash-crazed assassin killing General Jean-Baptiste Kleber to 

make sense of Abdallah Menou’s hashish ban passed during the last year of the Egyptian 

Campaign.  

 But this fantastic story is not based on facts. Kléber, one of the most decorated 

generals in the French military at that time, took over command of the Army of the Orient 

after Napoleon departed North Africa for France in August of 1799. He held command in 

Egypt until his assassination in June of 1800 by a Syrian literature student from Aleppo 

called Sulieman al-Halabi, and upon Kleber’s death Abdallah Menou assumed control of 

the Army of the Orient. But nothing in the official records of al-Halabi’s interrogations and 

trial in Egypt discusses hashish as a cause or even part of the assassination plot.32 During 

his interrogations, al-Halabi, often referred to in the interview transcripts as the “Arab 

writer,” confessed that an Ottoman Agha in Jerusalem named Ahhmed promised him 

money, protection for his father against an oppressive pasha in Alleppo, and an officer’s 

rank in the Ottoman military if he successfully assassinated General Kleber.33 In short, 

there is no evidence of al-Halabi using hashish in the act of assassinating Kleber. Therefore, 

                                                
31 Footnote 17 in Julien-Joseph Virey,"DU NÉPENTHÈS,” 56. 
32 “Recueil des pieces relative à la procédure et au jugement de Soleyman êl-Hhaleby, assassin du general 
en chef Kleber,” in Pièces diverses relatives aux operations militaires et politique du general Bonaparte, 
Second partie (Paris: P. Didot aîné, 1801), 275-333. In his famous chronicle of the brief French occupation 
of Egypt between 1798 and 1801, Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti devoted several pages to the trial and 
execution of al-Halabi and not once mentions hashish. See Napoleon in Egypt: Al-Jabarti’s Chronicle of 
the French Ocucpation, 1798 (Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2004). 
33 “Recueil des pieces relative à la procédure…,” 281. 
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Virey’s interpretation of Menou’s ban as a direct consequence of al-Halabi’s hashish use 

was an outright fabrication arguably used as a literary device to bring to life the fabled 

Hachichin for 19th century French readers. And by affixing this fabricated typecast of the 

hash-crazed Muslim assassin to the popular history of the Egyptian Campaign, Virey 

further concretized the association between hashish and Oriental irrationality and violence 

as a fact in 19th century medical and pharmaceutical discourse. 

 This fictionalized depiction of hashish as a dangerous Oriental intoxicant that might 

medicinally prove beneficial once tamed by Western pharmaceutical sciences shaped 

professional and popular perceptions of the drug in France through the end of the 

Napoleonic era and through the first half of the 19th century. Though the frequency of 

discussions about hashish in French medical journals decreased markedly in the immediate 

decades after the fall of Napoleon’s Empire in 1815, the typecast of the hashish-crazed 

Muslim assassin appeared in dozens of French publications throughout the Restoration 

period, including in medical references, dictionaries, fiction, literary magazines, histories, 

and encyclopedias.34 A fitting example is the entry for “chanvre” in the 1833 pharmacopeia 

                                                
34 Notable examples include George Touchard-Lafosse, Dictionnaire chronologique et raisonné des 
découvertes, inventions....de 1789 à la fin de 1820 (Paris: L. Colas, 1821); Joseph-François Michaud, 
Histoire des croisades, Tome II (Paris: Michaud Jeune, 1825), 560-565; François-Joseph-Michel Noel, 
Nouveau dictionnaire des origines, inventions et découvertes dans les arts, les science, etc. Tome 1. (Paris: 
Janet et Cotelle, 1827); C.  de Méry, Histoire générale des proverbes, adages, sentences, apophtegmes, 
dérivés des peuple anciens et modernes... Tome 2 (Paris: Delongchamps, 1829), 6-7; Jean Roquefort-
Flaméricourt, Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue françoise, où les mots sont classés par familles 
(Paris: Decourchant, 1829); Eusèbe de Salle,  Ali le Renard, ou le Conquête d'Alger, Tome 2 (Paris: G. 
Gosselin, 1832); J.J. Virey, “Pharmacon Hiéron, Ou botanique sacrée; notice des plantes saintes, servant a 
culte de diverse religions, et à des pratiques d’exorcisme,” Journal de Pharmacie et des Sciences 
Accessoires (18, Avril 1832); Pierre François Chaumeton, Jean Louis Marie Poiret, Jean-Baptiste Anne 
Cesar Chamberet, and Ernest Panckoucke, Médical Flore Vol. 2 (Paris: Impr. Panckoucke, 1833); Joseph 
von Hammer-Purgstall, Histoire de l’ordre des assassins. Trans. By J.J. Hellert (Paris: Paulin, 1833); 
Famin, C. "Histoire: L'Ordre des Assassins," La France Littéraire pp. 207 Tome 11(Paris: Au Bureau de la 
France Littéraire, 1834). 
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Flore Médicale, a popular pharmaceutical reference edited by French physician François 

Pierre Chaumeton. In this entry on “chanvre” the editors provided a biological snapshot of 

the cannabis plant and its various byproducts, hemp and hashish. In the opening pages of 

the entry, the editors discussed the biological differences between Cannabis Indica and 

Cannabis Sativa, believed at that time (and generally though erroneously still believed) to 

be distinct species. As discussed in Chapter 3, during the 18th century scientists in Europe 

officially classified two distinct species of the cannabis plant: Cannabis sativa and 

Cannabis indica. Dutch biologist Carl Linnaeus classified Cannabis sativa in 1753 after 

studying samples from Europe, and French botanist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck classified 

Cannabis indica after examining samples from India. Though they were looking at the 

same plant grown in drastically different terroir, they accounted for the differences in 

appearance and properties by classifying them as two distinct species. Interestingly, most 

people today still believe in this polygenetic bifurcation, but according to recent research 

into the genetics of cannabis, this dual classification is erroneous. In fact, the marijuana 

classified as “sativa” and “indica” today are no different when you look at their genetics. 

This division of cannabis into two distinct species is thus a reflection of the racial and 

civilizational divisions between Europe and the Orient held in many 19th century French 

minds rather than of any real biological or botanical fact.35 

                                                
35 Recent research at the University of British Columbia in Canada has convincingly demonstrated that 
Cannabis Sativa and Cannabis Indica, as well as the third “species” Cannabis ruderalis, actually share the 
same genetics and are thus the same species. Therefore, one can argue that the indica v. sativa debate of 
modern times is in actuality a reflection of the 19th century racial and civilizational division crafted by 
Europeans to differentiate themselves from Orientals. Sawler J, Stout JM, Gardner KM, Hudson D, Vidmar 
J, et al. (2015) The Genetic Structure of Marijuana and Hemp. PLOS ONE 10(8): e0133292. doi: 
10.1371/journal.pone.0133292. Also see John M. McPartland, “Cannabis sativa and Cannabis indica 
versus ‘Sativa’ and ‘Indica,’” in Cannabis sativa L. – Botany and Biotechnology, eds. S. Chandra, H. Lata, 
and M. ElSohly (Cham, Switzerland: Springer, 2017): 101-122. 
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 Unaware of the errors in these classifications, Chauemton and his fellow editors 

built their entry on cannabis in Flore Médicale on the idea that two distinct species of 

cannabis existed and reflected the unique properties of their particular homelands and 

peoples. “Although the Orient is the true homeland of cannabis,” they wrote, “this useful 

plant abundantly and spontaneously grows on the icy shores of the Neva, Dnieper and 

Volga [Rivers in Russia].”36 After devoting several pages to the “careful” and “utilitarian”  

processes by which Russians and Poles harvested and retted Cannabis sativa to produce 

hemp for cloth and cordage, the editors presented the antithesis in Cannabis indica, “a 

species well distinguished from ordinary hemp.” Cannabis in the Orient, they argued, was 

shorter with thin bark covering the stem that is "unable to be spun and woven like that of 

European hemp." And the Oriental species also exhales a more nauseating oder, and its 

intoxicating qualities are much more pronounced." Far from viewing the futility and 

toxicity of the plant as reason not to make use of it, "the Orientals attach great importance 

to it...and use it to prepare exhilarating and aphrodisiac powders and pellets, whose abuse 

inevitably produced torpor, impotence, and idiocy." Among these preparations, Chaumeton 

argued, "the hashish of the Ismailis" is sought after "with a kind of fury by the Orientals."37 

With this passage Chaumeton reaffirmed the 18th century scientific classification of 

cannabis as two distinct species and then argued that these biological distinctions were 

reflective of the inherent qualities of the civilized Occident and essential flaws of the 

barbaric Orient. According to this often consulted and cited pharmaceutical reference, 

Cannabis sativa L. provided a useful source of hemp textiles and cordage for the utilitarian 

                                                
36 François-Pierre Chaumeton et al., Flore médicale, 111. 
37 François-Pierre Chaumeton et al., Flore médicale, 114. 
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Europeans, while Cannabis indica Lam., with its nauseous odor, poisoning and 

aphrodisiacal properties, and ties to the hashish of the infamous Ismaili assassins, mirrored 

the “idiocy” and “fury” of the Oriental temperament. Much as the aforementioned works 

of Desgenettes, Ceresole, Rouyer, and Virey, Chaumeton’s entry on chanvre in Medical 

Flore reinforced the notion that the intoxicating properties of hashish embodied the 

supposed violence, irrationality, and savagery of the Orient. But at the same time, 

Chaumeton’s inclusion of cannabis in a reference book on plants with known medicinal 

properties speaks to the idea first championed by the editors of the Bulletin de Pharmacie 

in 1809 that hashish might prove useful medicinally if tamed by western pharmaceutical 

sciences. In the “Preliminary Discourse” of the text’s first volume, the editors describe 

Flore medicale as a “great work in the art of healing and of the principles of pharmacology” 

and mention several notable pharmacists, including Julien-Joseph Virey, who contributed 

to the volumes during the drafting stages.38 Thus during the first three decades of the 19th 

century, French pharmacists and medical practitioners moved toward an ambiguous 

assessment of hashish as a dangerous but tamable exotic intoxicant that, once released from 

its biologically-determined Oriental barbarism  by western science, could contribute to the 

“healing arts” of French pharmacy. 

 

"A drug not to be neglected": The Medicalization of Hashish in France, 1830-1850 

By the late 1830s and into the 1840s, French pharmacists were making good on 

Virey’s call to action and producing dozens of hashish-based medicines, predominantly in 

                                                
38 Chaumeton et al, Flore medicale, Vol 1 (Paris: Impr. de Panckoucke, 1833), x. 



 131 

the form of hashish-laced edibles called dawamesk and tinctures. And even more, French 

physicians were using those medicines to treat a range of illnesses, including plague, 

cholera, dysentery, chorea, epilepsy, tetanus, typhus, hydrophobia, migraines, and insanity. 

Though some practitioners had their doubts, a notable number of these pharmacists and 

physicians working both in France and abroad staked their professional reputations on the 

drug, claiming hashish to be beneficial to both medical practices and to the advancement 

Western science. Hashish-based medicines and treatments figured prominently in the most 

important medical debates of the era, namely those over the nature and spread of epidemic 

diseases and the efficacy of Samuel Hahnemann’s theories of homeopathy. And for many 

medical practitioners working during these decades and publishing in French medical 

journals, including such notables as Julien-Joseph Virey (1775-1846), Louis Aubert-Roche 

(1818-1874), Jacques-Joseph Moreau (1804-1884), Edmond De Courtive, Francois 

Dourvault (1815-1879), and Joseph-Bernard Gastinel (1811-1899), hashish offered both 

useful evidence in these scientific debates and an effective medical treatment for a variety 

of ailments. Two notable pharmacists, Gastinel and Decourtive, even waged a war of words 

in the pages of peer review medical journals and in the salons of the Institut de Paris in the 

fall of 1848 over who first developed a particularly potent hashish tincture. But the 

“Gastinel Affair” marked the drug’s zenith of popularity within French medicine, because 

after the misguided and ineffective use of hashish tincture to treat Parisians affected by the 

cholera outbreak in the winter of 1848/49, many pharmacists and doctors began to publish 

articles condemning the drug. And by the 1860s and 1870s doctors and especially 

psychiatrists working in French Algeria increasingly wrote of “hashish poisoning” and 
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“hashish-induced insanity,” further adding to the negative swing in perceptions of the 

cannabis-based medicines in French medical circles. 

A decade or so before its decline in popularity in the 1850s, however, hashish-based 

medications enjoyed a period of marked acceptance in French medicine, particularly during 

the late 1830s and 1840s. Throughout this period hashish, extracts, edibles, and dried stalks 

and flowers of “Chanvre indien,” or Cannabis Indica, could be purchased at most 

pharmacies in France’s major cities, including in the famous pharmacies of De Courtive 

and Personne in Paris and Gay in Draguignan.39 As Jacques Arveiller revealed in his 2013 

article, “Le Cannabis en France au xix siècle: une histoire médicale,” the majority of this 

cannabis and hashish that appeared on the French market in the 1830s and 1840s was sent 

to these pharmacies in metropolitan France by the pharmacist Joseph-Bernard Gastinel, 

also known as Gastinel Pacha, a French expatriate who lived and worked in Cairo as the 

Chief Pharmacist in Mohamed Ali’s new Egypt, and by Louis-Rémy Aubert-Roche, a 

fellow fellow expatriate and physician who ran Mohamed Ali’s hospitals in Alexandria.40 

Though difficult if not impossible to ascertain the amounts of hashish and cannabis 

imported to France during the 1830s and 1840s via the Gastinel connection, numerous 

peer-review articles in medical journals and pharmaceutical pricing references from that 

time give us some indication of the vibrancy of this market. In a prominent pricing guide 

and pharmacy reference published at the pinnacle of these halcyon days for marijuana in 

                                                
39 Ronald K Siegel and Ada E. Hirschman, “Edmond De Courtive and the First Thesis on Hashish: A 
Historical Note and Translation,” Journal of Psychoactive Drugs 32 (1991): 85-86; Stephen Snelders, 
Charles Kaplan & Toine Pieters, “On Cannabis, Chloral Hydrate, and Career Cycles of Psychotropic Drugs 
in Medicine,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 80:1 (Spring 2006): 95-114; Jacques Arveiller, "Le 
Cannabis en France au xix siecle: une histoire médicale," L'Évolution psychiatrique 78 (2013): 451-484. 
40 Jacques Arveiller, "Le Cannabis en France au xix siècle,” 461. 
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French medicine, pharmacist François Dorvault detailed the going prices for hashish-based 

medicines sold in French pharmacies during the late 1840s.41 According to Dorvault’s 

“L’Officine, ou Répertoire general de pharmacie pratique, “haschisch plante extrait gras,” 

or cannabis resin formed into hashish, sold for 5 francs per 10 grams, and an “électuaire 

(Dawamesc),” or an edible made from the a hashish butter mixed with ground nuts and 

honey, sold for 10 francs per 100 grams and 2 francs per 20 grams. The raw material itself, 

described as cut and dried Cannabis Indica plants, sold for ,90 francs per 100 grams.42  

After giving the going rates and explaining hashish’s intoxicating effects with a 

now routine narrative built around Sacy’s myth of the Hachichin, Dorvault delved into the 

pharmaceutical preparations made from “Cannabis Indica,” focusing particular attention 

on Dawamesk and hashish tincture. Dawamesk, an edible made from activated hashish 

butter or oil mixed with ground nuts and honey, was a popular mode of hashish 

consumption in North Africa stretching back centuries.43 And often this “boulette” of 

hashish, as Dorvault describes it, which means “dumpling” in English, was plunged into a 

cup of coffee or tea. Interestingly, the French soldiers, pharmacists, physicians and later 

students, authors, and artists who experimented with hashish in the first half of the 19th 

century largely adopted this mode of consumption. For example, up until the early 1840s, 

dawamesk figured prominently in most cannabis-based treatments described in French 

medical journals, dissertations, and published records; it’s only in 1842 that hashish 

                                                
41 Dorvault, F.-L.-M. L'Officine, ou Répertoire général de pharmacie pratique (Paris: Labé, 1850). 
42 Dorvault, F.-L.-M. L'Officine, 187, 369. 
43 Note on the fact that opium is often listed as an ingredient in Dawamesk. No Author, "Note Sur le 
hatchi," Journal de chimie médicale, de pharmacie et de toxicologie 2:4 (1838): 61-2. It should be noted 
that Dawamesk was called “Madjonne” in French Algeria. See Guyon, “Du haschis, préparation en usage 
parmi les Arabes de l’Algérie et du Levant,” Comptes Rendus Hebdomadaires des Séances de l’Académie 
des Sciences 14 (Janvier 1842): 517–518. 
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tinctures emerge in France as the sanitized and more effective mode of cannabis 

consumption. And perhaps most infamously, Dawamesk was the preferred mode of 

consumption for the Club des Hachichins, the semi-monthly hashish-fueled gatherings of 

France’s brightest literary and artistic figures organized by Jacques-Joseph Moreau in Paris 

between 1844 and 1849 that have come to define the history of cannabis in 19th century 

France.44   Sensing the continued interest in dawamesk as a pharmaceutical, Dorvault 

recommended his practitioner readers prescribe 20 to 30 grams, preferably dissolved in and 

drank with coffee or tea, for one to feel the effects in roughly 30 minutes to an hour.45  

But starting in the early 1840s pharmacists working in Egypt, France, British India, 

and the United States (and all publishing in French medical journals) began to work toward 

the production of a standardized hashish tincture, which came to displace dawamesk by the 

end of the decade as the primary mode of medicalized hashish in metropolitan France and 

Europe. As James Mills detailed in Cannabis Britannica: Empire, Trade, and Prohibition 

1800-1928, hashish tincture was first developed in the late 1830s by the Scottish physician 

and engineer, William Brooke O’Shaughnessy.46 Starting sometime after his appointment 

in the summer of 1835 to a professorship at the medical college in Calcutta, O’Shaughnessy 

conducted experiments with cannabis, first on a variety of animals and then on himself, 

colleagues, and eventually patients. Early on in these experiments O’Shaughnessy used 

                                                
44 Gauthier describes taking the dawamesk from a “Dr. X,” which is Moreau, in Gautier, T. "Description 
des effets du hachich, par un feuilletoniste de la Presse," Annales médico-psychologiques 2 (1843, Paris): 
pp 490-493, and in the famous piece “Le Club des Hachichins,” in Revue des deux mondes (Janvier 1846); 
Emanuel J. Mickel, The Artificial Paradises in French Literature (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1969). 
45 Dorvault, F.-L.-M. L'Officine (1850), 187. 
46 James Mills, Cannabis Britannica: Empire, Trade, and Prohibition 1800-1928 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2003), 35-55.  
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“churrus,” the term for cannabis resin and hashish in India and a substance quite similar to 

dawamesk. But by 1839 the Irish polymath was reporting in local medical journals in 

Calcutta on the efficacy of a crude hashish tincture—“ten grains of Nipalese churrus 

dissolved in spirit”—in the treatment of cholera, hydrophobia, rheumatism, tetanus, and 

most convulsive disorders.47 Several years later the Scottish pharmacists and brothers 

Thomas and Henry Smith were inspired by O’Shaughnessy’s work with churrus tincture 

in Calcutta and began experimenting with cannabis-based medicine, refining a cannabis 

tincture of their own for their patients in Edinburgh before the end of the 1830s.48 Brothers 

Smith, whose pharmaceutical practices in Edinburgh went on to become the Smith of 

McFarland Smith, the largest producer of opiate alkaloids in the world today, published 

their formula for their hashish tincture, what they called “cannabin,” in English medical 

journals as early as 1839, which was then published in translation in French medical 

journals as early as 1846.49  

In the aforementioned 1850 edition of L’Officine, François Dorvault discussed this 

recent English-led development of hashish tinctures in the late 1830s and 1840s and argued 

that while a Scot and Irishman broke new ground, it was truly the French pharmacists who 

perfected and simplified the process.50 By 1846 the formula for the Smith Brothers’ hashish 

                                                
47 James Mills, Cannabis Britannica, 39. Quotation from W.B. O’Shaughnessy, “On the Preparations of the 
Indian Hemp, or Gunjah (Cannabis Indica),” in Transactions of the Medical Society at Calcutta (1839), 
reprinted in Provincial Medical Journal and Retrospect of the Medical Sciences No. 123 (February 4, 
1843): 363-369. 
48 Thomas Smith and Henry Smith, “On the resin of Indian hemp,” Pharmaceutical Journal and 
Transactions Vol. 6 (1847): 171-173.  
49 François Dorvault (trans.) “Préparation de la cannabine, principe actif du hachisch,” Bulletin Général de 
Thérapeutique médicale et chirurgicale Vol. 33 (1847): 135-136. Also see Pelletier, "Sur la résine du 
cannabis indica," Journal de Pharmacie et de Chimie (1847): 278. 
50 Dorvault, F.-L.-M. L'Officine (1850), 187. 
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tincture, cannabin, had been published in French translation.51 After soaking pulverized 

“Cannabis indica” plants in warm water for 2 or 3 days, they simmered for 2 additional 

days the saturated plant matter in a solution of sodium carbonate (1:2 ration of salt to plant 

matter) to remove the color, chlorophyll and “inert concrete oils.” They then filtered the 

resulting solution through ethyl alcohol to obtain a resin that was then treated with a 

combination of milk of lime, sulfuric acid, and charcoal. After a few more rounds of 

distillation and water filtration, the remaining resin was rolled and dried, often producing 

6 pounds of yield from 100 pounds of plant matter. According to the Smiths, 1 grain, or 

roughly 65mg, of cannabin when ingested could produce “narcosis” and “decided 

intoxication.”52 But according to Dorvault, “M. Gastinel, pharmacist of Cairo, and M. 

Decourtive, both authors of works seriously interested in hashish, have popularized a mode 

of production much simpler” than that of the Smiths. “The dry plant matter,” Dorvault 

reported, “is treated with alcohol several times, then distilled to retrieve three quarts of 

alcohol. The solution is then evaporated to produce an extract of cannabis. This extract is 

then treated with water, which dissolves the plant matter, and leaves the resin, which is 

dried by steam (l’étuve).”53 Dorvault argued that this French recipe resulted in a “softer” 

more malleable product with the color and odor of the source material, Cannabis indica; 

whereas, products produced via the Smiths’ recipe were “firmer and less colored,” which 

spoke to their lack of potency. Dorvault also contended that the French mode of production 

                                                
51 Henry Smith and Thomas Smith, "Process for preparing cannabin, or hemp resin," Pharmaceutical 
Journal 6 (1846): 171-173; Henry et Thomas Smith., "Préparation de la cannabine, principe actif du 
haschich, [C.T. par Dorvault]," Bulletin Général Thérapeutique Médicale et Chirurigicale 33 (1846): 135-
6. 
52 Henry Smith and Thomas Smith, "Process for preparing cannabin,” 173. 
53 Dorvault, F.-L.-M. L'Officine (1850), 187. 
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was more efficacious, delivering on average a 7-10% yield on 100 pounds of raw material 

compared to the 6% of the Smiths. As we shall see later in the chapter, Dorvault’s French 

exceptionalism in this instance was largely misplaced and moreover hides from today’s 

audience a much more complicated and contentious story about the production and use of 

hashish tincture in French medical circles during the middle-to-late 1840s.  

Though many French pharmacists and physicians prescribed both dawamesk and 

tincture over the course of their medical careers, it is useful and interesting to examine the 

lives of these two preparations of medical marijuana and the practitioners who championed 

them in semi-isolated contexts. This analytical bifurcation starkly reveals the historical 

shift away from dawamesk and toward tincture that took place in French medicine in the 

middle 1840s. This shift, I argue, flowed from historical forces both internal and external 

to French pharmacy. Not only was hashish becoming more firmly embedded in French 

popular culture as a marker of Oriental otherness—a process further concretized by the 

Clubs des Hachichins and the subsequent writings of Théophile Gauiter and Charles 

Baudelaire as well as the Empire’s recent expansion into Algeria—but hashish 

simultaneously became a central locust of academic concern in French medicine, as dozens 

of newly graduated pharmacists and physicians, some even writing dissertations on the 

subject of medicinal hashish, increasingly staked their professional reputations on the 

efficacy of the drug in the treatment of epidemic disease and insanity.  These 

interconnected medical, colonial, and cultural discourses concerning hashish in 1840s 

France arguably produced an opportunity for the drug to establish itself among the accepted 

narcotics in French medicine. The shift away from dawamesk reflects this attempt by 

French pharmacists and physicians in the middle-to-late 1840s to legitimize hashish as an 
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accepted narcotic in the modern pharmacist’s tool kit. And the process of producing a 

tincture was explicitly framed by French pharmacists, including Gastinel and DeCourtive, 

as an effort to isolate the active ingredients of “Cannabis indica” and standardize 

pharmaceutical modes of production and administration to patients. Though most all of 

these practitioners understood the drug and its effects to some degree within a scientific 

paradigm shaped by Sacy’s Assassin’s myth and imperialism, they nonetheless adamantly 

argued that hashish tincture, much like laudanum, could provide French medicine with a 

beneficial tool for healing and scientific discovery.  But when the tinctures failed to reverse 

the spread of cholera in Paris during the global epidemic of 1848/49—a failure precipitated 

by that supposedly “superior” French tincture recipe and problems with the consistency of 

raw materials, not to mention the fact that cannabis does not cure cholera—the moment for 

medicalized hashish came to a swift end, leaving the rather un-scientific and myth-driven 

cultural and colonial discourses on hashish to form the foundation of ideas in France about 

the drug for the coming centuries. 

One of the first French physicians to write in support of medicalized hashish and 

specifically dawamesk was Louis-Rémy Aubert-Roche (1818-1874), a French born and 

trained physician who spent much of his life living and working in Egypt for Muhammad 

Ali Pasha between 1830 and 1838 and then as Chief Medical Officer for the Suez Canal 

Company during the late 1850s.54 Aubert-Roche was considered one of the world’s leading 

epidemiologists at that time and held considerable influence in the interconnected medical 

circles of Egypt and France, having served as head physician in hospitals in Alexandria 
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and Cairo in the 1830s and twice as chair of the French Medical Congress in Paris in 1845 

and 1848. His specific area of expertise involved the treatment of plague, with which 

Aubert-Roche had considerable experience after his work during the 1834/5 plague 

epidemic in Egypt. At this time the true origin and nature of the bubonic plague—which in 

the 1890s was proven to be an infectious disease caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis 

spread via the flea, Xenopsylla cheopis, and its preferred host the black rat, Rattus rattus—

was unknown in this pre-germ theory era and thus formed the center of arguably the most 

important medical debates of the era. 55  For Aubert-Roche and for many practicing 

physicians in the 1840s, the plague was a disease of the ganglionic nervous system caused 

by “bad air” or miasma released from a toxic and unhygienic environment.  An antecedent 

of the medieval “filth theory,” this idea was known as “anti-contagionism” and those who 

championed it, such as Aubert-Roche, used it to determine their course of medical 

treatment when dealing with epidemic diseases such as the plague.56   

As he wrote in his 1840 work De la peste ou typhus d'Orient, Aubert-Roche was 

quite convinced after treating plague epidemics in Egypt throughout the 1830s that those 

who believed the plague and other epidemic diseases to be the result of a contagion, that is 

a self-perpetuating agent that transmitted the disease from a sick person to a healthy person, 

                                                
55 Lester K. Little, “Plague Historians in Lab Coats,” Past and Present 213:1 (December 2011): 267-290; 
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were utterly deluded and gripped by medieval superstitions. 57   These contagionists, 

Aubert-Roche contended, refused to accept the reality that plague was caused by a lethal 

combination of poor hygiene (for Aubert-Roche more associated with Egypt’s “Arabs” and 

“Blacks”) and local environmental and geological factors, and instead believed in a “demon” 

that could only be exercised via quarantines and witchcraft.58 Throughout De la peste ou 

le typhus d’Orient, Aubert-Roche railed against the health commissions in Alexandria and 

Cairo who in his mind fell victim to the superstitions of contagionism during the plague 

outbreak of 1834/5 and thus took ineffective measures to arrest its spread and treat its 

victims.59 Key among their blunders, he argued, was their construction of a lazaretto near 

the stagnant, brackish waters of Lake Mariout in the south of Alexandria. Not only was the 

quarantine built near a source of miasma, Aubert-Roche argued, but by trapping hundreds 

of sailors and working class rabble into a small, poorly ventilated and unhygienic space, 

the authorities only added fuel to the fire. Aubert-Roche was thus unsurprised by sporadic 

cases of plague emerging in the lazaretto in November of 1834 and seemingly delighted 

that the chief physician of the facility, an Italian contagionist called Paolini, succumb to 

the disease while his closest aids did not. “These cases, which include doctors and directors 

of the Lazaretto, that is to say, men knowing all the means of securing themselves, did not 

result in any new ones. It may therefore be argued that the precautions taken by these 

                                                
57 Louis-Rémy Aubert-Roche,  De la peste ou typhus d'Orient: Documens et observations recueillis 
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58  Louis-Rémy Aubert-Roche,  De la peste ou typhus d'Orient, 31. 
59 The struggle between Aubert-Roche and the authorities in Alexandria was real. In 1835 the Egyptian 
government removed Aubert-Roche as the head of the marine’s hospital in Alexandria for refusing to 
implement a quarantine. See Laverne Kuhnke, Lives at Risk: Public Health in Nineteenth-century Egypt 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1990), 88. 
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special men were superfluous. These facts prove not only the uselessness of quarantine, 

but also the non-contagion of the plague.”60 Thus convinced of the environmental and 

racial causes of the plague—and corresponding duty as a doctor to “civilize the Muslim 

countries whose barbarism is the cause of this plague”—Aubert-Roche set about treating 

the diseased central nervous systems of those afflicted.61  

“The plague,” Aubert-Roche wrote, “is primarily a disease of the nerves that 

originates in the thoracic and cervical ganglia. And hashish, a substance that acts upon the 

nervous system, has given me the best results.”62 In a 40-page annex to De la peste ou le 

typhus d’Orient entitled “Du hachisch et de son emploi dans le traitement de la peste,” 

Aubert-Roche detailed and defended his use of hashish to treat plague victims during the 

epidemic of 1834/5 in Egypt. His primary medical reasoning for prescribing hashish 

against the plague was steeped in the Orientalized myths about the drug authorized by the 

work of Silvestre de Sacy. "I had learned from M. de Sacy and other authors," he wrote, 

"that there existed in the Orient a plant resembling hemp (chanvre) the effects of which 

were intoxicating. And I heard of the quite general use of this drug among Arabs. M de. 

Sacy gave it the name hashish. I therefore sought it out, profoundly convinced that if this 

plant had intoxicating properties, it must have some medical power over the nervous 

system."63 Though Aubert-Roche was correct in arguing that hashish intoxicates via a 

chemical stimulation of the nervous system, it was the mythical association between 

hashish and the fabled Assassins reified by the work of Sacy that pushed Aubert-Roche to 

                                                
60 Louis-Rémy Aubert-Roche, De la peste ou typhus d'Orient, 44-45. 
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seek out the drug and test its efficacy as medicine. After finding and using dawamesk with 

some colleagues, Aubert Roche was further convinced that the resulting “fantasia,” 

“bizarre ideas,” “canine hunger,” and “extravagant laughter” evidenced this peculiar effect 

of hashish on the central nervous system. He further reported that dawamesk “does not 

cause headache, does not interfere with respiration, does not increase circulation, and 

leaves no fatigue after it.”64  And because he believed the plague and its signature lesions 

or buboes originated from the miasma’s attack on the thoracic and cervical ganglia of the 

nervous system,65 Aubert-Roche concluded that hashish, taken in the form of dawamesk 

dissolved in coffee, offered a safe, effective, and logical treatment to combat the disease. 

At first Aubert Roche attempted to create an alcohol tincture of hashish to standardize and 

make more controllable and practical the delivery of the drug to plague patients, but the 

“effects have been little in comparison with those obtained by the Arab means.” 66 

Dawamesk, the preferred mode of hashish consumption in Egypt provided Aubert-Roche 

with a more consistently potent and readily available medication with which to treat his 

patients. A “boulette” of dawamesk the size of a hazelnut chased with a “cup of good 

coffee,” Aubert-Roche wrote, produced the desired effect within one hour, and the resulting 

“extravagance” lasted some 4 to 5 hours thereafter. 

                                                
64 Louis-Rémy Aubert-Roche, De la peste ou typhus d'Orient, 214. 
65 Aubert-Roche believed that the plague primarily attacked the central nervous system as evidence by the 
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For much of the annex Aubert-Roche marshaled evidence to prove that this 

“extravagance” caused by dawamesk and coffee “stimulated the nervous system of organic 

life” and in 7 out of 11 cases proved effective in curing the plague. After treating 11 patients 

in Alexandria and Cairo—all male “Arab” soldiers and orderlies ranging in age from 20 to 

45 and all presenting with buboes and “considered lost”—with rounds of dawamesk and 

coffee, and in some cases at rate of 3 hazel-nut size doses chased with 4 cups of coffee per 

hour, Aubert Roche found that 7 of these patients felt immediate pain relief and ultimately 

recovered. Three particular cases stood out to Aubert Roche as clear evidence of hashish’s 

efficacy as treatment against the plague. The first of the three involved Ali-Aoui, who was 

brought to the Ras-El-Tin hospital in the south of Alexandria by relatives in early May of 

after feeling ill for two days. Within 24 hours of arriving Ali-Aoui presented with buboes 

and kidney pain, and Aubert-Roche gave him a dose and a half of dawamesk with 3 cups 

of coffee every 15 minutes for an hour. This sent Ali-Aoui into 48 hours of “extravagances” 

including hallucinations, laughing, and relief of stomach and kidney pain. “All night long 

the extravagances continued,” Aubert-Roche wrote of Ali’s second night. "He believed at 

one point he was the Nazir of the hospital, giving orders and trying to baton his fellow 

patients into submission, and we were forced to restrain him to a bed. But in the morning 

he was calm and very content and did not present with any pain excepting a bubo."67 

Aubert-Roche reported that Ali-Aoui received hashish treatments for three days beginning 

in the evening of 1 May, and for most of these three days the patient’s symptoms and pain 

improved. But starting on May 6th, Aubert-Roche reported, Ali-Aoui’s condition worsened 

                                                
67 Louis-Rémy Aubert-Roche, De la peste ou typhus d'Orient, 241-2. 
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as the plague spread into his lungs. For the next two weeks Aubert-Roche administered 

round after round of bloodletting, barley water mixed with a grain of belladonna, and bubo 

draining (but no dawamesk), and by May 20 Aubert-Roche reported the patient “healed.”68 

In the other two cases highlighted by Aubert-Roche—those of Abdalla Ali, a 24 year-old 

soldier in Egypt’s 5th regiment and his comrade Asen Achmet—a similar course of 

treatments involving dawamesk and bleedings resulted in the patients’ recovery after a two 

week period. “These last three observations of well-advanced plague,” Aubert-Roche 

concluded, “when read carefully, prove the effects of Hashish, more than all that I can say 

on the use of this substance.”69  He readily admitted that hashish could not cure everyone 

afflicted with the plague, but based on the evidence provided by these 11 cases, 7 of them 

successes, Aubert-Roche believed that when administered before the 4th day of symptom 

onset, hashish proved capable of arresting the disease’s progression. Moreover, Aubert-

Roche used the “success” of these hashish treatments as further support of his anti-

contagionist position that the plague was a disease of the central nervous system caused by 

local miasmas. Satisfied with this epidemiological diagnosis of plague as a disease of the 

nervous system, Aubert Roche concluded that hashish, that Oriental intoxicant first 

introduced to him by the writings of Sacy, could end this scourge on humanity. “I end by 

appealing to physicians to heed my advice on hashish, so that they might make continue 

this research and further prove the efficacy of this substance. In the name of Science and 
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Humanity I publish what I did and what I saw. Time and experience will prove whether I 

am wrong.”70 

 In the end, of course, time and experience did prove wrong Aubert-Roche’s anti-

contagionist ideas about the plague and corresponding belief that hashish could cure the 

disease. But at the time of the publication of De la peste ou le typhus d’Orient in 1840, the 

definitive fall of anti-contagionism and shift in western medicine to the germ-theory 

paradigm was decades away, and many physicians and pharmacists working in 

metropolitan France shared Aubert-Roche’s understanding of the plague and thus seriously 

considered medicalized hashish as a treatment against it and other epidemic diseases.71 In 

the August 1840 edition of the Journal de chimie médicale, published by the Société de 

Chimie Médicale and the Library of the Faculty of Medicine of Paris, a review appeared 

of Aubert-Roche’s study that did not even question his stance on the plague and instead 

focused its attention on aspects of his work “devoted to a particular substance which M. de 

Sacy has given the name of hashish, the use of which is quite general among the Arabs.”72 

The rest of the roughly 200-word review came verbatim from Aubert-Roche’s description 

of the “extravagances” he experienced when personally experimenting with the drug. After 

which the unnamed reviewer abruptly concluded, “It is to be hoped that new trials made in 

France confirm the curious details given by Dr. Aubert.”73 Favorable assessments in the 

Parisian journals Revue d’Orient and Revue médicale likewise called on French 

pharmacists and physicians to embrace Aubert-Roche’s findings and employ hashish in the 
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fight against diseases of the central nervous system.74 And several physicians who spoke 

out against the efficacy of hashish as a treatment for the plague, such as Aubert-Roche’s 

fellow French expatriate and colleague in Egypt, Antoine Barthélémy Clot-Bey, still held 

a dominantly anti-contagionist position concerning epidemic diseases and mostly criticized 

the use of medicalized hashish because it “too violently and uncontrollable affects the 

central nervous system.” 75  In short, most physicians and pharmacists who concerned 

themselves with this new Oriental intoxicant as a treatment for epidemic diseases in the 

early 1840s approached the subject from a decidedly anti-contagionist position. This strong 

association between medicalized hashish and anti-contagionism can be found throughout 

1840s French medical discourse and particularly in discussions concerning the treatment 

of plague and later cholera, which at that time was similarly misunderstood by anti-

contagionists as a miasmatic disease of the ganglionic and sympathetic nerves. By the end 

of the chapter we will see how this strong association between medicalized hashish and the 

incorrect ideas of anticontagionists contributed to the precipitous fall of medical marijuana 

                                                
74 Louis Aubert-Roche, “De la Prophylaxie générale de la peste,” Revue médicale de Paris (Paris: Moquet 
et Hauquelin: 1843); Louis Aubert-Roche, “De la peste ou typhus d’Orient, documents et observations 
recueillis pendant les années 1834 à 1838, en Égypte, suivis d’un essai sur le hachisch, [compte-rendu]. 
Revue d’Orient 1 (Janvier 1843): 479–83. 
75 French physician and surgeon Antoine Clot-Bey (1793-1858), described by several historians as the 
founder of western medicine in Egypt, worked for Muhammad Ali Pasha of Egypt from 1825 to 1849, 
during which time he established a medical school at Abou-zabel near Cairo and served as Chief Medical 
Officer of the Egyptian Army. Though an anti-contagionist and believer in the efficacy of hashish as a 
treatment for cholera, Clot-Bey was unconvinced by the 11 case studies presented in Aubert-Roche’s De la 
Peste. Clot-Bey’s critique of hashish can be found in A.-B. Clot-Bey, De la peste observée en Égypte: 
recherché et considerations sur cette maladie (Fortin et Masson: Paris, 1840), 129. For more on Clot-Bey, 
see Gerard N. Burrow, “Clot-Bey: Founder of Western Medical Practice in Egypt,” The Yale Journal of 
Biology and Medicine 48 (1975): 251-57; Henri Rug, “Antoine Barthélémy Clot-Bey: Un médecin 
marseillais fondateur de la medicine occidentale en Égypte,” Histoire des Science Médicales 45:1 (2011): 
71-80; George Michael La Rue, “Treating Black Deaths in Egypt: Clot-Bey, African Slaves, and the Plague 
Epidemic of 1834-1835,“ in Histories of Medicine in the Indian Ocean World, eds. Anna Winterbottom and 
Facil Tesfaye  (Palgrave Macmillan: 2016), 27-59.  



 147 

in France after the unsuccessful use of hashish tincture to treat cholera patients during the 

epidemic in Paris in the winter of 1848 and 1849. 

 But Aubert-Roche was right about one thing. Hashish is a psychotropic drug and 

does affect the central nervous system.76 And while it was unable to cure the plague, as 

Aubert-Roche contended, hashish probably did ameliorate some of the symptoms of the 11 

patients on whom he administered the drug, especially those dealing with loss of appetite, 

dehydration, migraines, and general pain. Hashish likewise probably contributed to his 

patient Ali-Aoui’s delusions of being transformed into the Nazir of the hospital at Ras-El-

Tin during his treatments there in May of 1834. But much like his predecessors in French 

medicine stretching back through Virey to Desgenettes, Aubert-Roche encoded this range 

of psychotropic effects produced by hashish as essentially Oriental, that is, as a state of 

intoxication both reflective of and born from a barbaric Orient desperately thirsting for the 

civilizing benevolence of western medicine and French imperialism. As Richard Keller 

argued in Colonial Madness: Psychiatry in French North Africa, physicians, pharmacists, 

travel-writers, and novelists in mid-nineteenth century France “conjured” an image of 

North Africa and the Middle East as “a space of savage violence and lurid sexuality, but 

also a space of insanity. For many authors who passed through the region during a period 

                                                
76 Today’s scientists tell us that cannabis is a psychotropic drug that contains chemicals, namely 
tetrahydrocannabi- nol (THC) and cannabidiol (CBD), which act upon the brain via a system of receptors 
and lipids called the endocannabinoid system (ECS). When THC and CBD flood the ECS, which operates 
within neural networks responsible for controlling mood, appetite, respiration, senses of pain, and general 
motor functions, it produces an intoxication that, depending on the dose taken and metabolism and 
constitution of the taker, can range in effect from pleasant and therapeutic to fatiguing, exasperating, and 
even hallucinatory. See Pal Pacher, Sándor Bátkai, and George Kunos, “The Endocannabinoid System as 
an Emerging Target of Pharmacotherapy,” Pharmacological Reviews 58:3 (September 2006): 389-462; 
Maria Grazia Cascia, Roger G. Pertwee and Pietro Marini, “The Pharmacology and Therapeutic Potential 
of Plant Cannabinoids,” in Cannabis sativa L. – Botany and Biotechnology, eds. Suman Chandra et al. 
(Cham, Switzerland: Springer, 2017), 207-221. 



 148 

of European contact and influence, it was the madness of the Muslim world that constituted 

its fundamental difference from the West.”77 Hashish functioned in 19th century France as 

an important component of this reductive conception of the Islamic world as a space of 

barbarism and mass lunacy, and as we have seen in the works of Desgennetes, Virey, 

Chaumeton, Dorvault and Aubert-Roche, ideas about the biological classification and 

pharmaceutical properties of Cannabis indica and its byproduct hashish likewise 

functioned as lines of demarcation between the civilized Occident and barbaric Orient. 

Aubert-Roche used this Orientalized reading of hashish to justify his anti-contagionist 

position on the plague and corresponding use of hashish as a treatment against it. Here we 

see clear evidence that medicalized hashish played a major role in mid-nineteenth-century 

medical debates about and treatments of epidemic diseases, and much of the logic driving 

this inclusion was built on an Orientalized understanding of hashish’s psychotropic effects 

on the central nervous system.  

 But dawamesk’s journey through French medicine in the 1840s did not begin and 

end with Aubert-Roche, as numerous pharmacists and physicians quickly expanded on his 

idea that hashish, this “innately Oriental drug which causes one to lose reason and 

experience all sorts of extravagances,” could successfully treat numerous diseases of the 

central nervous system. The popularity of anti-contagionism in French medicine at this 

time certainly accounts from some of this continued interest in hashish, particularly as a 

treatment against the plague and cholera. But the contemporaneous rise of Christian 
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Frederick Samuel Hahnemann’s (1755-1843) theories of homeopathy helps explain why 

French psychiatrists, and most notable Jacques-Joseph Moreau de Tours, started viewing 

the “extravagances” caused by dawamesk as a state of temporary insanity that provided 

physicians a personal glimpse into the mind of the insane and maybe even a pharmaceutical 

cure for insanity itself.78   

In the 1790s and early 1800s, Samuel Hahnemann, who hailed from the German 

town of Meissen in the Kingdom of Saxony, published several influential treatises on what 

he called “simile-based therapy,” which involved the “permanent replacement” of one 

disease by another with similar presenting symptoms. He was first convinced of the 

principle in the 1790s when he observed that measles often cured chronic skin rashes. This 

led him to hypothesize that certain chemical agents might prove beneficial as medical 

treatments for natural occurring diseases that shared similar symptom profiles. For example, 

Hahnemann believed that the intoxication caused by Belladonna resembled the symptoms 

of scarlet fever and thus that a medicine made from diluted Belladonna could combat the 

symptoms of the disease. He saw similar links between quinine and malaria and arsenic 

and cholera.  And as French historians Bierty and Poulet detailed in their 1969 study, 

Hahnemann’s ideas gained considerable traction in French medical circles during the 

middle nineteenth century. In 1832 there were only 5 practicing homeopaths in France, but 

this number rose to 23 the following year, to 52 in 1835, and to more than 100 in Paris and 
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350 in the rest of France by 1860.79 Though Moreau does not cite Hahnemann in his 

seminal work Du haschisch et de l’aliénation mentale: études psychologiques (1845), it is 

clear that the ideas of homeopathy permeated Moreau’s understanding of how to treat 

mental illness. “To comprehend the ravings of a madman, it is necessary to have raved 

oneself, but without having lost the awareness of one’s madness,” Moreau argued, and 

“there is not a single, elementary manifestation of mental illness that cannot be found in 

the mental changes caused by hashish.”80  Much as his personal friend and colleague 

Aubert-Roche did with hashish vis-à-vis his anti-contagionist diagnosis of the plague, 

Moreau used an Orientalized understanding of hashish’s psychotropic effects to underpin 

his medical theories, in this case that the intoxication produced by hashish produced a 

temporary state of insanity that could be experienced and studied by the psychologist, and 

that based on the logic of simile-based therapy, this intoxicant also could be used to treat 

naturally occurring mental illness in patients. And after his return from his tour of the 

Levant in 1840, Moreau set about testing his psychotomimetic theories by using dawamesk, 

often supplied by Aubert-Roche or made from Cannabis indica grown right at Bicêtre, in 

the treatment of the mentally ill under his care at Hôpital La Bicêtre in the south of Paris. 

 Of all the physicians who experimented with and wrote about dawamesk at this 

time, both in- and outside of France, Jacques-Joseph Moreau de Tours is by far the most 

well-known today.81 Historians of French pharmacy and psychology remember Moreau as 
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one of the first physicians to seriously consider mental illness in terms of psychopathology, 

that is as a disease with interconnected psychological, biological, environmental, and social 

causes and dynamics.82 And his work with hashish and other intoxicants in the treatment 

of mental disorders understood in this psychopathological context is considered by 

historians of medicine on both sides of the Atlantic to be an originator in the field 

psychopharmacology.83 But as the next chapter will discuss in greater detail than can be 

afforded here, it was Moreau’s connections to the 1840s art and literary scene in Paris via 

Théophile Gautier (1811-1872) and the infamous Club des Hachichins that forever affixed 

his name to the mythologized history of hashish in 19th century France.84 Between 1843 

and 1849 Moreau and several of his colleagues, including on occasion Aubert-Roche 

whose connections in Egypt supplied the evenings’ intoxicants, organized semi-monthly 

gatherings at the Hôtel Pimodan on the Île Saint-Louis in the middle of Paris, where an 

invited group of medical students, doctors, artists, authors, musicians, and select members 

                                                
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1962), 9-14; No Holstedt, “Introduction to Moreau de Tours,” in 
Hashish and Mental Illness (New York: Raven Press, 1973), ix-xxi); Stephen Snelders, Charles Kaplan & 
Toine Pieters, “On Cannabis, Chloral Hydrate,” 100-105. 
82 “There is no fundamental difference,” Moreau argued, “between the individual struck with madness and 
another struck by pulmonary phthisis.” Quoted in Louis Tricot, “Les Moreau de Montrésor et Jacque 
Moreau de Tours,” Bulletin de la Société archéologique de Tourraine T. 41 (1986): 501-505.Also see H 
Baruk, “La vie et l’oeuvre de Moreau de Tours,” 9-10. 
83 H. Baruk, “MOREAU DE TOURS, precurser in psychopathology and psychopharmacology,” Bulletin de 
l’Academie nationale de médécine 144 (1960): 852-6; François Ledermann, “Pharmacie, medicaments et 
psychiatrie vers 1850: le cas de Jacques-Joseph Moreau de Tours,” Revue d’histoire de la pharmacie 76e 
année, N. 276 (1988): 67-76; Stephen Snelders, Charles Kaplan & Toine Pieters, “On Cannabis, Chloral 
Hydrate,” 100-105; David Healy, The Creation of Psychopharmacology (Harvard University Press, 2009), 
175-180. 
84 The most comprehensive study of the Club des Hachichins and the impact of hashish on French literature 
in the second half of the 19th century remains Emmanuel J. Mickel, The Artificial Paradises in French 
Literature (University of North Carolina Press, 1969). Martin Booth’s seventh chapter “A La Mode du 
Hachisch,” in Cannabis: A History (New York: Macmillan, 2005) provides a more updated if truncated 
primer. Also see John R. Barberet, “’Un mets nouveau’: Hashish and Hashish Narratives in Nineteenth-
Century Paris,” in Beginnings in French Literature, 79-89. In all three works, the intersection of cannabis, 
medicine, popular culture, and imperialism reflected in the Club’s activities and impact go largely 
unexamined.  
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of high society took dawamesk while Moreau managed and observed the unfolding 

spectacle.85 Gautier wrote several pieces in the French press between 1843 and 1846 that 

poetically captured the tenor of these evenings and immortalized Moreau in French popular 

culture as the “radiant” and “enthusiastic” doctor who handed Gautier a morsel of 

dawamesk and said, “This will be deducted from your portion of paradise.”86 Much like 

Moreau, Aubert-Roche, Dorvault, Chaumeton, and Virey, Gautier framed the consumption 

of hashish in decidedly romanticized terms as a temporary journey, a “voyage en chambre,” 

into the primordial Oriental mentality  and “artificial paradise” of the Orient, all while 

sitting in the genteel comforts of a Parisian apartment along the Seine. “The green paste 

which the doctor had just distributed to us,” Gautier wrote,  

 was precisely the same as the old man of the Mountain forced upon his 
 fanatics, making them believe he was invincible and had at his disposition 
 the paradise of Muhammad and virgins of all types. This [green paste] is 
 called hashish, from which comes Hachichins, ‘eater of hashish’ and root 
 of the word ‘assassin,’ whose ferocious meaning is perfectly explained by 
 the sanguinary habits of the fanatics that served the Old Man of the 
 Mountain. Surely, the people who saw me leave my house at the hour when 
 simple mortals eat their breakfast did not suspect that I was going to Ïle 
 Saint-Louis, a virtuous and patriarchal place, to consume a strange dish that 
 several centuries ago was used as a means of excitation (moyen d’excitation) 
 by an imposter Sheik to push his devotees to murder. Nothing in my 
 perfectly bourgeois outfit could have outed me as a suspect of this excess 
 Orientalism; I rather looked like a nephew going to dinner at his auntie’s 
 house than a believer in the paradise of Muhammad.87 
 

                                                
85 According to medical historian Jacques Arveiller, the club first met in the first months of 1843 in the 
house of, then for a brief time in that of painter Boissard Boisdenier, before moving finally to the Hôtel 
Pimodan. Jacques Arveiller, "Le Cannabis en France au xix siècle,” 472-473. 
86 Théophile Gautier, “Le Hashisch,” La Presse (10 décembre 1843), 1-4, "Le Haschisch," L'Almanach de 
France: indiquant à tous les français qi savent lire leurs devoirs, leurs droits, leur intérêts (Paris: Impr. 
Everat, 1844), 177-179 et “Le Club des Hachichins,” in Revue des deux mondes (janvier 1846): 4-25. 
87 Théophile Gautier, “Le Club des Hachichins,” 8-9. 
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Gautier framed his experiences with dawamesk and the activities of Moreau’s Club des 

Hachichins as a romantic act of escaping the demands of modern Paris and western, 

bourgeois gentility and stepping into the untamed mental landscape of the Orient and the 

fabled Islamic Assassins.88  The intoxication produced by dawamesk served as the “means 

of excitation” that drove this metamorphosis in users, allowing them to “play Oriental” and 

consequently gain a greater understanding of their, as Moreau put, “primordial fact and 

fundamental source of all delirium.” But in Gautier’s romanticized telling of the Club des 

Hachichins, which has served since the 1840s as a key blaze in the circuitous history of 

cannabis in 19th century France, Moreau reductively appears as an Old Man of Île Saint-

Louis, an updated and Franco-fied version of the leader of Assassins who grants select 

Parisians willing to risk a descent into insanity access to an artificial paradise right along 

the Seine. As I will show in the following chapter, this “Dr. X” and “Old man of Île Saint-

Louis” persona, first crafted by Gautier and later concretized by Baudelaire, came to 

overshadow Moreau’s quite scientific, concerted, and sometimes successful efforts to 

understand and cure insanity with hashish. And this Orientalized imagery of hashish, which 

appeared in dozens of works authored by the biggest names of mid-century French 

Romanticism, fed into the movement to de-medicalize and criminalize hashish in the 

French empire during the second half of the 19th century.89   

                                                
88 Jacques Arveiller, “Hachich, romantisme et voyage initiatique,” L’Information Psychiatrique 66:5 
(1990): 493-504; Tony James, Dream, Creativity, and Madness in Nineteenth-Century France (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1995), 98-129; Dušan I. Bjelić, Intoxication, Modernity and Colonialism: Freud’s 
Industrial Unconscious, Benjamin’s Hashish Mimesis (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 100-127. 
89 Hashish is mentioned in all of the following staples from the era: Alexandre Dumas, Le Comte de Monte-
Cristo (released in serial 1844-1845); Charles Baudelaire, Les Paradis Artificiels (Paris, August Poulet-
Malassis, 1860); Gerard de Nerval, Voyage en Orient (1851) Gustave Flaubert, La tentation de St. Antoine 
(Paris: Charmpentier, 1874). For more on the relationship between hashish and French Romanticism see 
John R. Barberet, “’Un mets nouveau,’" 79-89, and Emmanuel J. Mickel, The Artificial Paradises in 
French Literature, 1-45. 
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Competing Claims: The Gastinel Affair and the Paris Cholera Outbreak of 1849  

But before this push to de-medicalize and ostracize/criminalize hashish emerged 

and gained momentum in France in the 1850s, and before Moreau was mythologized as Dr. 

X, viceroy of the Orient-sur-Seine, hashish experienced a roughly 5-year period of 

considerable credibility in French science and medicine, a popularity first stimulated by 

Moreau’s publication of Du Hachisch et l’aliénation mentale in 1845.90 Over the course of 

the next 5 years, nearly 100 publications on hashish appeared in French medical and 

scientific journals, and numerous pharmacists and physicians, such as François Lallemand, 

Antoine Liautaud, and Edmond Decourtive, even focused their doctoral theses on the 

subject of hashish and its chemical and psychotropic properties.91 This surge in interest in 

large part reflected a general acceptance of hashish as a legitimate medication by the French 

medical community and a further attempt, particularly by pharmacists, to refine and 

standardize hashish based medicines to ensure consistent dosage and effects. Medical 

practitioners that worked with dawamesk during the 1830s and early 1840s, including both 

Moreau and Aubert-Roche, routinely complained about the inability to standardize doses 

                                                
90 Over a dozen prominent medical and scholarly journals in France and abroad quickly published reviews 
of Moreau’s 1845 work, and the study obtained honorable mention in the Concours pours le Prix de 
Médecine et de Chirurgie in Paris in 1846. Especially favorable reviews include Moreau (de Tours) J. Du 
haschisch [C.R. par J.H. Réveillé-Parise] Gazette médicale de Paris 2:13 (1845): 725-9; [C.R. par A. 
Brigham]. American Journal of Insanity 2 (1846):275-81; "C.R. de Moreu par C. Lasègue," Annales 
médico-psychologique 7 (1846): 459-63. Unfavorable reviews were much fewer, but an important example 
is Brierre de Boismont, A. Des hallucinations ou histoire raisonnée des apparations, des visions, des 
songes, de l'extase, du magnétisme (Paris: Germer-Bailliere, 1845) 371-383; F.S. Barrière, "Variétés. Du 
Hachisch et de l'Alienation mentale, étude psychologique, par M. Moreau (de Tours, médecin de l'hospice 
de Bicêtre, membre de la Société orientale de Paris," Journal des débats politiques et littéraires (Samedi 4 
Octobre 1845): 3. 
91 Claude-François Lallemand, “Le haschich,” (Thèse de medecine Paris, 1839); Antoine Liautaud, 
"Mémoire sur l'histoire naturelle et les propriétés médicales du chanvre indien,” (Thèse, École de 
pharmacie de Paris, 1844); Edmond De Courtive, E. "Haschisch, étude historique, chimique et 
physiologique," (Thèse, École de pharmacie de Paris, 1848); Jean-Baptiste-Pol-Victor Mabillat, “Des effets 
physiologique du chanvre,” (Thèse médicale, Université de Strasbourg, 1858). 
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due to the extreme variety in potencies of cannabis plants and the common adulteration of 

dawamesk exported from North Africa with other intoxicants, including opium, Datura, 

and powder of cantharides, better known as Spanish Fly.92 During the second half of the 

1840s, French pharmacists practicing in North Africa and in Paris simultaneously worked 

to isolate the active ingredient in hashish and from it create a tincture guaranteed in both 

dosage and effect.  

As previously discussed, this push to improve and standardize hashish tincture first 

emerged in the the British Empire in the works of the Brothers Smith in Edinburgh and 

William O’Shaughnessy in Calcutta. But by 1847 French pharmacists caught up to their 

colleagues across the Chanel, and soon after the appearance of a series of translations of 

the works of Smith & Smith and O’Shaughnessy in French medical journals in the summer 

of 1847, the Bulletin de l'Académie nationale de médcine  reported the following February 

that Joseph-Bernard Gastinel sent a letter in October 1847 to the French Consulate in Cairo 

in which Gastinel claimed to have discovered the active alkaloid in cannabis and from it 

invented a new hashish tincture.93 The Consulate in Cairo forwarded the letter to the 

Académie nationale de médecine in Paris to verify Gastinel’s claims, and the Academy 

held a hearing on the matter in January 1848 and published their findings the following 

February. In the letter Gastinel claimed that he isolated the active principle in hashish in a 

                                                
92 Aubert-Roche and Moreau both complained of this inability to insure standardized doses in dawamesk, 
and Clot-Bey used this fact to argue that hashish was too dangerous to employ as a medicine. Louis-Rémy 
Aubert-Roche, De la peste ou le typhus d’Orient, 243, 246; Clot-Bey, De la peste observée en Égypte, 129-
130, and “Quelques réflexions sur les effets du haschisch,” L’Abeille médicale (Avril 1848): 93-94; Jaques-
Joseph Moreau de Tours, Du Hachisch et l’alienation mentale, 14-15. 
93 No Author, "Nouvelle préparation de hachich, par M. Gastinel, pharmacien au Caire. Rapport de MM. 
Mérat,, Centou et Guibort, rapporteur," Bulletin de l'Académie nationale de médcine (Pais; J.B. Baillière, 
Février 1848): 675-678. Also published in L’Abeille médicale 3 (Mars 1848): 70-71. 
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vegetable alkali and that his tincture made from this alkali was so strong that only 1 to 2 

decigrams (100-200mg) were needed to produce the desired effects. But the Académie 

nationale de médecine, citing insufficient evidence and lack of originality, rejected 

Gastinel’s claim to be the first to invent hashish tincture. “In England,” they argued, 

“churrus, hashish, alcohol extracts, pure resin, volatile oil, all have already undergone 

numerous experiments. Has M. Gastinel advanced this state of research? We do not see it.” 

Moreover, Gastinel did not provide a single sample of the isolated alkaloid or his tincture 

to the French Consulate in Cairo or to the Academy, giving them only his word on which 

to base their approval of his supposed discovery. “M. Gastinel, having confined himself to 

only words and giving no evidence, cannot secure the right to priority in this case.”94 

As we will see by the end of the chapter, Gastinel did not let the matter drop with 

this initial rejection by the Académie in February of 1848. Joseph-Bernard Gastinel, also 

known as Gastinel Pacha, was a proud and accomplished pharmacist. He apprenticed at the 

famous Gay Pharmacy in Graduignan, and after moving on and achieving acclaim as an 

intern at the Hôtel Dieu in Paris, the French government selected Gastinel to serve as chief 

pharmacist on an official military envoy to Muhammad Ali’s Egypt in 1835.95 During his 

first years in Cairo, Gastinel worked closely with fellow expatriate Clot-Bey, who quickly 

appointed Gastinel to the official posts of chief pharmacist and lecturer at the Cairo 

                                                
94 No Author, "Nouvelle préparation de hachich,” 678. 
95 Throughout the 1830s Muhammad Ali was engaged in open war with the Ottoman Empire in attempt to 
claim more territory for Egypt in Ottoman-controlled Syria and Lebanon. Though France traditionally held 
an alliance with the Ottoman Empire, throughout this “Oriental crisis” the French routinely postured 
favorably toward Ali’s Egypt, sending numerous good-will envoys, often military and scientific in nature, 
to aid in the country’s development and war. With these envoys the French hoped to accomplish two 
things: to ensure unfettered control of newly-acquired Algeria and to establish right of priority for the 
potential construction of a canal at Suez. See Jacques Arveiller, "Le Cannabis en France au xix siècle,” 
471-472; and Efraim Karsh and Inari Karsh, Empires of the Sand: The Struggle for Mastery in the Middle 
East, 1789-1923 (Harvard University Press, 2001), 16-35. 
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Military Instruction Hospital. But in 1837 Gastinel fell seriously ill when his envoy 

accompanied the Pacha’s troops on an expedition against the Ottomans in Syria, and this 

led him to resign his positions and open a private pharmacy practice in Cairo in 1841, 

which he operated until selling it in 1858. “Taking advantage of the rare leisure that the 

service of his pharmacy left him,” Gastinel’s obituary from the Review d’Égypte reads, “he 

began to study the drug called ‘hashish’ whose physiological properties are so remarkable. 

And by isolating the active ingredient intended to provide new resources for therapeutics, 

his research can be deemed successful.” Thus by the early 1840s, Gastinel had begun his 

experimentations with hashish and likely had offered hashish tinctures at his pharmacy in 

Cairo throughout the decade. So after reading in the June 1848 issue of the Journal des 

connaissances médicales pratiques et de pharmacie that an upstart pharmacist working 

with Moreau’s at Bicêtre had just published a much acclaimed medical dissertation on 

hashish and in it claimed to be the “first in France” to isolate the active ingredient and 

distill an effective tincture, Gastinel sent two colleagues to Paris armed with samples of his 

tincture, what he called haschischine, to argue his case in front of the Academy.96   

Two years before the outbreak of this conflict, what the French medical journals 

labeled the “L’affaire Gastinel,” Edmond DeCourtive was just a lowly pharmacy student 

studying at the École speciale de Pharmacie in Paris and working part-time at its central 

pharmacy, which supplied the area’s hospitals, including Bicêtre where Moreau had been 

experimenting with hashish on his patients with mental illness since 1841. As DeCourtive 

reported in the opening pages of his thesis, it was Moreau’s work at Bicêtre and his 1845 

                                                
96 The upstart student was Edmond De Courtive and his thesis Haschisch. Étude historique, chimique et 
physiologique (Paris: Édouard Bautruche, 1848).  
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publication of Du haschisch et l’aliénation méntale that first convinced him of the “truly 

extraordinary nature of hashish.” It was Moreau as well who personally asked DeCourtive 

in the spring of 1847 to make a preparation of hashish “much easier and safer to administer” 

than the “often adulterated” dawamesk shipped from North Africa. 97  So through the 

summer and fall of 1847 DeCourtive set about the task of concocting various tinctures and 

testing them on animals, friends and fellow colleagues, and himself.  He reported that he 

also experimented with dawamesk procured from Constantinople and Madjoun (essentially 

the same as dawamesk) from Algeria so that he could better compare the effects of 

adulterated exotic hashish with those of his purer tincture. During one such “auto-

experience” with dawamesk DeCourtive reported having a “waking-dream” in which he 

attended his soutenance, or thesis defense, intoxicated on hashish as means, of course, of 

demonstrating the drug’s “marvels.” Before morphing into lizards and one a glass orb, his 

committee members expressed outrage at his assertions but were soon bowled over by the 

rush of students and international scholars that entered the hall to express their 

congratulations on his findings and “great contribution to humanity.” After the European 

admirers rush the hall a group Chinese enter and the hall and “acknowledge that opium has 

produced nothing so marvelous as hashish. The Turks that follow are at bay, robbed of 

their belief, their life, their blood. And one of them, Koran in hand, reads a few verses that 

make the most unbridled admirers shrink from terror!”98  

In the end, DeCourtive returned to reality and successfully (and one assumes 

soberly and with much less fanfare) defended his thesis at the École spéciale de pharmacie 

                                                
97 Edmond De Courtive, Haschisch, 9. 
98 Edmond De Courtive, Haschisch, 44-45. 
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de Paris on 11 April 1848, and the Parisian printer Edouard Bautruche published the work 

by early May.99 The 56-page study, entitled Haschisch: étude historique, chimique et 

phsyiologique and dedicated in part to Moreau, is steeped in the Orientalist rhetoric and 

imagery common to medical discourse on hashish in 1840s France and the West in general. 

From the cover image featuring a smoking Genie lamp to the abovementioned passage 

involving the shrieking Turk to a devoted chapter on the “History of the Hachichins” 

sourced entirely from the works of Marco Polo and Silvestre de Sacy, it is clear throughout 

the study that DeCourtive understands hashish as a dangerous and exotic intoxicant with a 

provenance attached to the darkest elements of the Muslim world.  In fact, DeCourtive 

explicitly framed his experiments with hashish as a concerted attempt to de-Orientalize the 

drug and fully “naturalize” cannabis in France as a legitimate source of medicine. This 

demanded that DeCourtive walk a fine line and simultaneously concede to his readers the 

accepted association between hashish and savage Muslim assassins and convince them that 

this powerful substance, once refined and tamed by pharmaceutical chemistry, could prove 

useful in the fight against disease. Put another way, DeCourtive had to rebrand and 

repackage, dare say sanitize and civilize, hashish to better fit the French pharmaceutical 

market. “Whatever may be of the Hachichins,” DeCourtive wrote,  

 

                                                
99 A physical copy of DeCourtive’s thesis was unable to be located throughout much of the 20th century. 
Then in 1991 an antiquarian book dealer in Paris obtained a copy and allowed Ronald Siegel of UCLA to 
access and translate sections of the book for a short publication. This copy now resides in the archives of 
the Bibliothèque Interuniversitaire de Santé in Paris. Another copy of the thesis has since surfaced and is 
now a part of special collections at the medical library of Northwestern University; it is also available in 
digitized form through HathiTrust. Ronald K. Siegel and Ada E. Hirschman, “Edmond DeCourtive and the 
First Thesis on Hashish: A Historical Note and Translation,” Journal of Psychiatric Drugs 23:1 (Jan.-Mar. 
1991): 85-86. Edmond DeCourtive, Haschisch on HathiTrust: 
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/ien.35558003945132  
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 of which the Europeans have borrowed the word to express treachery, the 
 Orient, cherishing liberty as much as liberality, has always sympathized 
 with heroes.  None equals its love for great poets. If the era of the 
 Hachichins is a stain to the memory of the peoples of these countries, they 
 will always have the glory of having been the cradle of humanity. They have 
 nothing to envy in their neighbors, who also have their ugliness and their 
 beauty. If the Koran is the mirror of Islamism, the Gospel is that of 
 Catholicism, and the power and jealousy of both religions ensures that they 
 can neither fear nor destroy each other. I now pass to the general effects of 
 exotic hashish [dawamesk] on the animal economy. They differ from those 
 caused by either the fat extract prepared in France or the dawamesk in any 
 form, which almost always gives rise to tetanic accidents produced by the 
 nux vomica mixed with it. It is easy to conceive how important it is not to 
 introduce into therapeutics suspicious preparations as I have said, which are 
 not well known, and which still include cantharides, opium, pepper, nutmeg, 
 cinnamon, ginger, etc. Let us leave the abuse of these pernicious stimulants 
 to the Oriental appetites. But medicine must willingly accept with passion 
 pure hashish. I thus seek to naturalize Cannabis indica among us, without 
 prejudice to the less psychoactive but still precious Cannabis sativa, 
 because these substances can render great services to humanity.100 
 
With this passage DeCourtive attempted to establish in his French and European readers a 

willingness to accept and appropriate a particular element of Oriental culture, namely 

hashish, into their own. To facilitate the acceptance, DeCourtive reminded his readers that 

many great human achievements originated in the ancient Orient, and that much like 

Christendom, the Muslim world historically possessed both splendor and squalor, heroes 

and villains. And DeCourtive assured his readers that pharmaceutical science (under his 

careful hand, of course) could transform the dangerous, exotic properties of hashish into a 

safe medication, thus allowing for its easy adoption by French and Western medical 

practitioners. For DeCourtive, hashish had yet to be fully accepted in France because 

dawamesk, the most potent and used form of hashish at that time, often was “adulterated” 

with other intoxicants (“cantharides, opium, pepper, nutmeg, cinnamon, etc.”) by the 

                                                
100 Edmond DeCourtive, Haschisch, 16-17. 



 161 

“Orientals” who sold it to French expatriates such as Aubert-Roche in North Africa, who 

then exported the drug to pharmacies in Paris. And this adulteration, DeCourtive argued, 

in best cases made it impossible to standardize doses or predict effects in patients and in 

worst produced violent bouts of hallucination and mania reflective of the more savage 

aspects of hashish’s Oriental lineage. “But chemistry,” he argued, “has freed us from this 

poor inheritance of Arab medicine.”101  

 In his thesis DeCroutive claimed to have employed the tools of pharmaceutical 

chemistry to both isolate the active chemical agent in cannabis and from it produce a safe 

and effective tincture so concentrated that only 50-100mg were needed to produce 

psychotropic effects. In his chapter on his “Laboratory Experiments,” DeCroutive outlined 

how his research into the chemistry of hashish attempted to improve tinctures first 

developed in the British Empire during the 1830s and early 1840s, namely those of the 

Brothers Smith in Edinburgh and O’Shaughnessy and Robertson in Calcutta. He even 

claimed to have asked M. Pelletier to translate the Brothers Smiths’ tincture formula for 

the Journal de Pharmacie et Chimie in the spring of 1847, paragraph-long excerpts of 

which DeCourtive included in his own work.  But instead of using sulfuric acid to unlock 

the active ingredient in cannabis as the Smiths had done,102 DeCourtive preferred instead 

to take a mixture of 100g of pulverized cannabis leaves and 500g of alcohol solution (type 

and % unspecified, but likely ethanol) and distill that mixture four times, a process he called 

“successive digestions.” By successively heating the solution in a sand bath at 80ºC (176ºF) 

                                                
101 Edmond DeCourtive, Haschisch, 54. 
102 Even though the Smiths’ knew nothing of THC and the exact chemistry of Cannabis (which was fully 
understood until the work of Raphael Mechoulam in the early 1960s), they got it right about sulfuric acid, 
which can be used effectively to stimulate the process of isomerization, that is the conversion of 
tetrahydrocannabinolic acid (THCA) in cannabis into the psychoactive chemical tetrahydrocannabinol (THC).       
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for three hours and condensing the resulting vapor, DeCourtive (correctly, it turns out) 

isolated and activated the psychotropic agent in cannabis in an alcohol tincture he called 

“cannabine” after that of the Smiths.103 Though he did not know the specific chemistry of 

his tincture’s psychoactive agent, what we know today as THC, DeCourtive correctly 

deduced that it resided in the resinous material covering the female cannabis plants, and 

particular those grown in hotter climates, and could be released and dissolved into alcohol 

via distillation. What is so fascinating about these competing methods of the Brothers 

Smith (isomerization via sulfuric acid) and DeCourtive (decarboxylation via distillation) is 

that both successfully activated and isolated the psychoactive agent of cannabis in an 

alcohol solution and both methods still are used today in the manufacture of cannabis-based 

medications and recreational products.104 But in the end, DeCourtive preferred his method 

and product, which he described as a “golden pill” compared to the “rancid and repulsive” 

tincture produced by the Smiths’ sulfuric method. And he claimed that his process of 

distillation was more efficacious, producing on average between 9g of final product from 

100g of raw material compared to the 6g of the Smiths. He even asserted that his process 

of “successive digestion” was so effective that it could produce a psychoactive cannabine, 

though much less potent, from C.-sativa grown traditionally in France for hemp.105 

                                                
103 Today scientists call this process decarboxylation, or the removal of carbon dioxide from THCA via 
heat (boiling, smoking, vaporizing, etc.), which converts the THCA in cannabis into the psychoactive 
chemical THC.   
104 And it was through a process of isomerization that Mechoulam came to identify THC in 1964. See Y. 
Gaoini and R. Mechoulam, “Concerning the Isomerization of Δ1-to Δ1(6)-Tetrahydrocannabinol,” Journal of 
the American Chemical Society 88:23 (1966): 5673-5675; Supaart Sirikantaramas and Futoshi Taura, 
“Cannabinoids: Biosynthesis and Biotechnological Applications,” in Cannabis sativa L.-Botany and 
Biotechnology, 103-206.  
105 Edmond DeCourtive, Haschisch, 24. 
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On this last point, DeCroutive went against the grain of established botany and 

argued that C.-sativa and C.-indica were in reality the same plant species and that both 

produced psychoactive resin, just in varying degrees because of their varying terroirs. “C.-

indica seems to me to be only a variety of our common hemp, despite what M. de Lamarck 

says, who sees the plants’ different organizations and tissues and refuses the idea that 

intoxication can be produced from hashish from C.-sativa. I have carefully observed these 

two cannabis types,” DeCourtive continued, “and in all their development I have only 

noticed the C.-indica is shorter, of a darker green, more glaucous, its leaflets narrower and 

serrated a greater number of times, and if its activity is more pronounced, it must be 

attributed to its climate, because I affirm a similar activity but of a much lower degree in 

C.-sativa.”106 To prove this point, he used 5 different varieties of cannabis during his 

experiments, including 1) C.-indica from Algeria (supplied by a Dr. Foley), 2) C-.indica 

grown at Bicétre (presumably by Moreau) from seeds provided by M. Germelle, chief 

gardener of the École spéciale de pharmacie de Paris,  3) C.-indcia grown in the gardens 

of the central pharmacy with seeds from Algeria (supplied by Foley), 4) C.-sativa grown 

in Bourgogne, and 5) C.-sativa grown by Moreau at his private residence in Ivry-sur-Seine 

from seeds sent from Italy. After preparing tinctures from each of the samples and testing 

them on himself and others, DeCourtive concluded that cannabis grown in arid southern 

climates produced a more potent resin than cannabis grown in the more temperate climates 

of Europe. He found that his tinctures made from the Algerian plants were most potent 

followed by those made from the Italian grown strains in Moreau’s garden at Ivry, and 
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solutions derived from plants native to France and grown in and around Paris and 

Bourgogne came in a distant but notable third. In order to naturalize cannabis as a 

legitimate medicine in France, DeCroutive believed it necessary to dispel the bifurcation 

(and after the Russian botanist D.E. Janischevsky’s classification of C. ruderalis in 1924, 

tri-furcation) of cannabis into two distinct species. This biological distinction presented a 

challenge to DeCourtive’s efforts to naturalize cannabis in French medicine because it 

fashioned an epistemological rift in the minds of French doctors and patients that firmly 

posited cannabis as medicine on the wrong side of the Occident/Orient civilizational divide. 

By demonstrating with his process of distillation that C.-sativa also contained psychotropic 

properties, DeCourtive hoped to convince his western readers that the botanical building 

blocks of this wonder drug had been present in France all along. And from this perspective 

C.-indica was simply a more potent form of the same plant grown in the warmer climes of 

the Orient that could be safely and successively excised from the gangrenous limbs of 

Oriental culture and used to create a viable subculture via western pharmaceutical science 

that could produce effective medications for French and western markets. 

 Though DeCourtive would ultimately fail in his efforts to naturialize hashish as 

medicine in 19th century France, his ideas about hashish resonated loudly in 1848 for many 

French pharmacists and physicians, as nearly two dozen mostly favorable reviews of 

DeCourtive’s thesis appeared in French medical journals by the end of the year.107 Many 
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reviewers praised DeCourtive for being the “first in France” to tame the exotic properties 

of hashish and through pharmaceutical science render them useful to western medicine. 

The Académie de Médecine, Académie des Sceinces, and the Société de Pharmacie, all of 

Paris, even invited DeCourtive to give lectures on his research in late April and May of 

1848, all of which were heavily attended and discussed in subsequent publications and 

meeting minutes.108 M. Al. Henrot, pharmacist and member of the Academy of Reims, 

captured this mostly favorable response in France to DeCourtive’s work in his review form 

January 1849: “All of you, gentlemen, have heard of the remarkable properties of hashish; 

I ask you, however, to familiarize yourself with the thesis of M. Decourtive, first because 

it is an innovative and conscientious work, and secondly because the truly marvelous 

effects of hashish excite the curiosity of the ‘homme du monde’, and deserve the serious 

attention of the physiologist.”109 

But not all reviews of DeCourtive’s work were as optimistic or congratulatory. 

Chief pharmacist at Hôpital Saint-Louis in Paris, François Foy, for example, presented a 

paper at the 12 April 1848 meeting of the Société de Pharmacie de Paris arguing against 
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Decourtive’s claim that C.-sativa native to France contained psychotropic properties.110 

And psychologist H. Rech and pharmacist Antoine Bouchardat both published reponse 

pieces that questioned the scientific rigor of DeCroutive’s (as well as Moreau’s) research 

and warned of cases of “hashish poisoning” and “accidents in France occasioned by hashish” 

plaguing the country since the drug’s recent rise in popularity during the 1840s.111 These 

often sensationalized warnings about hashish poisoning reflected a minor but steadily 

growing opinion among French phsycians starting in the late 1840s, and particularly among 

psycholigists working in French Algeria, that hashish posed a serious threat to the health 

and social cohesion of the French imperial nation-state.  

But the most vociferous and resonant critique of DeCroutive’s study came from the 

aforementioned French pharmacist from Cairo, Joseph-Bernard Gastinel, who did not 

question the safety or efficacy of medicalized hashish but challenged DeCourtive’s claims 

to be the first in France to study, isolate and properly medicalize the intoxicant. As 

previously discussed, Gastinel had been working with hashish in Cairo since the early 

1840s and had unsuccessfully applied in the fall of 1847 to the Academy of Medicine for 

the right to claim ownership of a hashish tincture he produced through distillation in his 

pharmacy in Cairo. Within months of having his claim refused by the Academy, Gastinel 

read the mostly favorable reviews of DeCourtive’s research in the May and June editions 

of the Parisian medical journals he had sent monthly from Marseilles and could not stand 
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idly by as someone else took credit for his discovery. So in July of 1848 Gastinel sent a 

letter directly to the Academy in Paris arguing his case. “I have just read in the June issue 

of the Journal des connaissance médicales, pratiques, et de pharmacie an extract of a thesis 

presented by M. de Courtive at the School of Pharmacy. As the author employs roughly 

the same procedure as I do to obtain the active property,” he continued, 

 I think it necessary to demand from the Academy a priority which I think 
 was sufficiently established, for it has been about a year since my discovery 
 was registered here at the Consulate of France and transmitted to the 
 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, where it could be found if 
 necessary...Knowing for a long time the powerful action which hashish 
 exercises over the nervous system, I foresaw the whole course which 
 medicine might derive from it in the treatment of severe neuroses; But as I 
 had no facts to indicate in my original brief, I did not insist on its application, 
 but merely pointed out a few cases of healing of tetanus obtained in India. 
 The observation which I am sending you today gives me the conviction that 
 hashish, or rather its active principle, can be administered successfully in 
 all cases of serious nervous affections. I have a new fact to report. You know, 
 no doubt, that cholera is wreaking havoc here in Cairo and in many other 
 cities of Egypt. Knowing, according to certain journals, that in India hashish 
 was sometimes given successfully against cholera, I have communicated it, 
 from the invasion of the epidemic, to several physicians who hastened to 
 make use of the active principle of hashish. I can report several cases of 
 healing ascertained through this new agent. But the most remarkable case I 
 know of is that of Dr. Willemin, a medical physician, who was nearly lost 
 to cholera. He was torn from death by the beneficent reaction of the active 
 principle of hashish, a reaction which probably would not have occurred 
 without this precious excitant. As Dr. Willemin now travels to Paris to 
 restore his health, I think he will communicate to the Academy the facts of 
 his illness and treatment.112 
 
When Alexandre Willemin (1818-1890) arrived in Paris in mid-October to argue Gastinel’s 

case and personally testify that hashish tincture cured cholera, he brought numerous 

hashish resins, pills, lozenges, and tinctures (what Gastinel cacalled hachichine) for the 

Academy to test and, Gastinel hoped, use to revise their ruling concerning his right to 
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priority over the upstart DeCourtive.113 In April of 1847 France’s Orléanist government 

paid Willemin 10,000 francs to go to Cairo and study the recent plague outbreaks there.114 

During this well-attended and much-discussed testimony at the Academy of Medicine on 

17 October 1848, Willemin detailed the cholera outbreak he witnessed in Egypt and 

recounted how he became afflicted with the disease during his 10-month stay in Cairo but 

then was “cured” after receiving hashish tincture from Gastinel. 115   Willemin shared 

Gastinel’s anti-contagionist position on the plague, believing it to be a nervous system 

disease transmitted to humans via miasmas released in unhygienic and poorly aerated areas. 

And Willemin likewise was convinced that Gastinel’s hashish tincture, hachichine, 

successfully reversed the damage done by cholera on his central nervous system, ultimately 

saving his life. “I thus believe,” Willemin concluded, “that of all the remedies proposed 

against cholera there are none more effective than the active principle of Cannabis 

indica.”116  

Convinced by Willemin’s testimony to hashish’s efficacy against cholera, the 

Academy of Medicine recommended the drug to the Commision du cholera, first created 

by the Orléanist government during the outbreak of 1832, which resulted in the death of 
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nearly 18,000 Parisians.117 Their recommendation, recorded in the Bulletin from October 

1848, did not mention Gastinel’s renewed claims against DeCourtive, indicating that the 

Academy stood by their ruling from February. The Journal des connaissance médicales 

pratiques et de pharmacologie even published an erratum that same month officially 

voiding Gastinel’s claim and upholding DeCourtive’s right to priority to the “perfecting of 

cannabine in France.”118 But the Gastinel Affair and resulting testimony of Willemin did 

convince the Academy and consequently numerous public health practitioners and policy 

makers in Paris to adopt hashish tincture as a treatment against cholera in metropolitan 

France.  And the timing of this adoption of medicalized hashish by French practitioners 

must have seemed extraordinarily prescient when the first cases of cholera were reported 

in the outskirts of Paris only a month later in December.  

Unlike the plague, which was a disease from antiquity that first emerged in the 

Mediterranean basin during the 6th century AD, cholera was a modern disease engendered 

by the imperial and industrial dynamics of the 19th century.119 Though arguably present 

before the 19th century, the disease only emerged in epidemic proportions in the 1800s, 
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first in British India near Calcutta in 1817 and from there spreading to Asia and Africa by 

1823, to Europe by 1829, to the Atlantic World by 1832, and finally to the Pacific coast by 

1834. This rapid global diffusion especially during the 1840s is explained by the 

contemporaneous spread of European, and particularly British and French, empires in Asia 

and North Africa and the simultaneous growth of railways and new developments in steam 

powered vessels, both of which allowed the relatively fragile bacterium that causes the 

disease to more quickly spread from continent to continent.120  Paris, at that time the 

undisputed epicenter of medicine and public health in western Europe, managed to avoid 

an outbreak of this new imperial disease until the spring of 1832. But within six months of 

this first case appearing in late March nearly 18,000 Parisians and 100,000 total throughout 

France succumb to “cholera morbus,” often called the “blue fear” by the French because 

of the disease’s tendency to produce a bluing of the skin, called cyanosis, due to 

dehydration and the stagnation of blood in the venous vessels.121  

During the 1830s and 1840s a majority of physicians in France and Europe believed 

that cholera was not contagious, mostly because doctors treating those afflicted with the 

disease rarely became ill themselves. 122  Instead, most subscribed to a range of anti-

contagionist or “transmissionist” theories that all fundamentally viewed cholera as a 

disease of the gastro-intestinal system generated by miasmas, or bad air, produced naturally 

and exacerbated by ways of living deemed unhygienic and uncivilized. Though they were 
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unaware at that time that cholera was an infection caused by the water-born bacterium 

Vibrio cholerae, which was not discovered by German physician and bacteriologist 

Richard Koch until 1883, they correctly observed that the disease routinely surfaced in 

urban areas with overcrowding and poor sewage and sanitation and often spread near water. 

But without knowledge of bacteriology, French physicians often explained higher rates of 

cholera outbreak among the urban impoverished with social and racial typecasts and thus 

as the natural byproduct of inborn incivility and poor hygiene among certain ethnic groups 

and social classes.123 French physician Ambroise Tardieu captured this  in his 1849 study 

of the cholera epidemic in Paris, “The way of life, and especially a poorly directed diet, 

should be counted among the most predisposing causes of epidemic cholera.” Tardieu 

pointed specifically to Muslims and the common poor as prime examples. “The example 

of Muslims makes clear this decided influence of malnutrition, and this year again in 

Constantinople there has been an upsurge in the epidemic of cholera in the time of 

Ramadan, where religion commands an absolute and prolonged fast.” And “nothing 

predisposes one more to the sufferings of cholera than the habit of drunkenness often 

engendered by idleness.” 124  Parisian physician Alexandre-Auguste Millet shared this 

sentiment in his 1851 study Du choléra-morbus. “The unhappiest population is almost 

always the most abused by cholera,” he wrote. “In fact the quarters inhabited by the poorer 

classes are generally low, damp, and unclean; The streets are narrow, often tortuous; The 

dwellings dark and almost always poorly ventilated. The miasmas, once suspended in the 
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atmosphere of these quarters, will necessarily stay much longer than in the quarters pierced 

with broad streets, and their prolonged stay will necessarily increase the chances of 

absorption.”125
 

When cholera re-emerged in France in late December of 1848, physicians and 

pharmacists in Paris followed Willemin’s recommendation and used hashish tincture to 

treat the nearly 13,000 French men, women, and children (most of them from the city’s 

southeast slums) that contracted the disease by April.126 The monthly coverage of the 

outbreak in the April edition of L’Abeille medicale captured this general push to prescribe 

hashish engendered by Willemin’s testimony: “We do not have to speak about the use of 

hashish and cannabine tincture in the treatment of cholera. The memory of Mr. Willemin 

is still present in all of our minds. We all shared the hope to which this speech gave rise. 

The active principle of Cannabis indica is a special energetic stimulant of the brain, which 

is understood to serve its purpose in remedying this general prostration which results from 

the grave conditions of cholera morbus…Therefore, the use of cannabine should be tried, 

and soon will we have no doubt as to its fixed value.”127 Convinced that hashish could 

excite the nervous system into action against the damaging effects of cholera, numerous 

doctors in Paris, including Legroux at Hôpital Beaujon, François Foy at Hôpital Saint-

Louis, Barth at Hôpital Salpétrière, and Moreau at Hôpital Bicêtre, prescribed hashish 

tincture to combat the disease during the early stages of the epidemic in January and 

                                                
125 Alexandre-Auguste Millet, Du choléra-morbus épidémique (Paris: Labé, 1851), 102-103. 
126 No Author, L’Abeille Médicale 7 (1 April 1849): 90, 93; “Bulletin de cholera,” L’Union médicale 3:79 
(3 Juillet 1849): 313-314. Catherin Kudlick, Cholera in Post-Revolutionary Paris: A Cultural History, 14-
15. 
127 No Author, L’Abeille Médicale 7 (1 April 1849): 90. 



 173 

February of 1849.128 But by March the “blue death” had killed nearly 6500 people in Paris, 

roughly 50% of those who became infected, and Parisian medical journals reported that 

hashish tincture—referred to interchangeably as “hachichine” and “cannabine”—produced 

inconclusive results at best.129 Well known pharmacist François Dorvault wrote in March 

of 1849 that, “during the invasion of this terrible scourge in Paris, four months ago, some 

doctors of the hospitals tried to use this substance according to the indications of Willemin. 

As the results obtained were inconclusive, hachichine was almost entirely put aside.”130 At 

the end of May Gastinel published a response to Dorvault’s claims that tinctures prepared 

according to his recipe were ineffective, and Gastinel blamed their unsatisfying results on 

the weakness of their doses. Gastinel argued that Dorvault and other Parisian pharmacists 

prepared a tincture with 1 grain (64.8mg) of concentrated hashish resin per 10 gouttes 

(drops) of alcohol, when they should have prepared the tincture with twice the amount of 

concentrated resin.131 Dorvault countered in an article published in June that he and other 

Parisian pharmacists simply had followed the recipe given them by Gastinel’s associate 

and key witness, Willemin, during his testimony to the Academy the previous October.132 

Not missing a beat, Willemin penned a letter from Cairo in late June to L’Union médicale 

that ignored the debate over dosages and instead stressed his personal conviction that 

hashish tincture cured him of cholera. “Excuse my insistence, but know this, Monsieur le 
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rédacteur. I believe myself indebted for life to this energetic substance; And in addition to 

my experience, I observed numerous cases, which also seemed destined for death at the 

beginning of the epidemic, cured after taking doses of this drug. Forgetfulness would 

therefore be ingratitude on my part: perhaps for my colleagues in Paris, this is not sufficient 

justification.”133 

Despite his sincere conviction, Willemin was wrong. At any concentration hashish 

tincture did little to combat the bacterial infection responsible for the blue death, which by 

the time the epidemic subsided in late October had killed 20,000 in Paris, or about 2% of 

the city’s population.134 The cannabinoids in the tinctures certainly helped alleviate the 

symptoms of cholera, and particularly the severe cramping brought on by rapid dehydration. 

But hashish was just as ineffective against the disease itself as the many other treatments 

used by medical practitioners at that time, such as sea salt solutions, ammonia, chloroform, 

electricity, silver nitrate, mercury, and carbon trichloride. Thus, any correlation made 

between hashish tinctures and recovered cholera patients (as well as recovered plague 

patients) was illusory and based on two faulty premises—the false association of hashish 

and Oriental madness and the flawed medical theories of anti-contagionism peppered with 

homeopathy.  Put another way, numerous French doctors practicing in the 1840s believed 

that the intoxication produced by hashish stimulated the central nervous system to such a 

degree that it could, on the one hand, produce a state of temporary insanity (understood by 

many as a state of temporarily being Oriental) that could be studied and medicalized against 

                                                
133 Alexandre Willemin, “De l’extrait de cannabis indica et de l’ammoniaque dan le traitment du cholera, 
Caire, ce 8 juin 1849,” L’Union médicale (mardi 3 juillet 1849): 314. 
134 Catherin Kudlick, Cholera in Post-Revolutionary Paris: A Cultural History, 14-15 
 



 175 

mental illness, and on the other, form the basis of a medication capable of successfully 

combatting the plague and cholera, which many physicians at that time believed were 

nervous system diseases produced by deadly miasmas.  

 

Conclusion: The Fall of the “Heroic Remedy”  

As historians Catherine Kudlick and E.A Heaman have detailed, the cholera 

epidemic of 1849 marked the definitive beginning of the end for anti-contagionism in 

French medicine, as physicians and public health officials in the short-lived Second 

Republic and then throughout the reign of Louis Napoleon III increasingly shifted their 

position on cholera toward and gradually realigned their treatments and policies with 

contagionist ideas.135   Even before the groundbreaking research of John Snow, Louis 

Pasteur, and Robert Koch solidified this shift to the germ-theory of medicine in subsequent 

decades, physicians working in France during the immediate aftermath of the cholera 

epidemic of 1849 expressed frustration that their anti-contagionist diagnoses and 

corresponding simile-based therapies did nothing in the face of this new “Indian scourge.” 

Parisian physician Hector Chomet captured this frustration in his 1849 work Le choléra-

morbus: ses causes, sa marche, ses symptoms et son traitement, d’après les fait observes 

en 1832 et 1849. “What does this morbific principle consist of?” he wrote. “As was 

advanced in 1832, was it a swarm of microscopic animals fluttering in tight battalions and 
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attacking individuals? Or does it reside in a miasma traveling in space, like clouds carried 

deadly hail? Is the disease only a neurosis, or rather a general disorder of the nervous 

system? This is what we do not know precisely, which we will probably never know! We 

are reduced to conjectures, forced to make hypotheses!”136  

This confusion over the origin and spread of cholera fed into a growing 

ambivalence in the 1850s concerning the efficacy of hashish tincture in the treatment of 

epidemic diseases.  An article from the August 1851 edition of the Bulletin général de 

thérapeitique médicale et chirurgicale captured this swift vacillation on medicalized 

hashish in France engendered by the inconclusive results of its use against cholera. 

“Cannabis indica has been tried in the treatment of several painful afflictions and a few 

nervous diseases. But the substance has yet to be applied with great precision or 

efficacy.”137 Added confusion over competing brand names (Gastinel’s “hachichine” and 

De Courtive’s “cannabine”), debates over the biological classifications of cannabis, and 

the resulting inability to guarantee standardized doses and strengths all fed into this 

growing sense of ineffectiveness and imprecision concerning hashish as medicine. Some 

French pharmacists and physicians did continue to extoll the virtues of the drug. For 

example, a physician called Liataud wrote in 1850  that hashish “offered a heroic remedy 

against illnesses for which there are no known cures.”138 But the unsatisfying results of 

hashish tincture treatments against cholera in the epidemic of 1849 coupled with the shift 
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137 “Chanvre Indien,” Bulletin général de thérapeitique médicale et chirurgicale 41 (1851): 467-8. 
138 Antoine Liautaud, “Du Haschisch ou Chanvre Indien,” Bulletin trimestriel de la Société des sciences, 
belles-lettres et arts du département du Var, séant à Toulon (Toulon: Impre. J.M. Baume, 1850): 34. 
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in coming decades away from the anti-contagionist theories that underpinned the use of 

hashish against plague and cholera in the first place soon left this “heroic remedy” in a 

tragic situation, that is, without real power or a real villain. Medicalized hashish was proven 

powerless against cholera and plague, and these villainous diseases understood as products 

of toxic miasmas themselves would soon be proven illusory. Therefore, the medical and 

pharmaceutical epistemologies that drove and justified the medicalization of hashish in the 

1830s and 1840s gradually gave way in succeeding decades to new philosophies of 

medicine that significantly revised opinions on the medicinal value of cannabis and hashish. 

And as the next chapter details, a new generation of physicians and particularly 

psychologists practicing in France and French Algeria during the 1860s and 1870s 

significantly contributed to the fall of medicalized hashish in France by not only arguing 

against the efficacy of the drug but also by developing medical diagnoses of “hashish 

poisoning” and “hashish-induced insanity” to explain mental illness among newly 

colonized subjects in North Africa.  

Despite this eventual and lasting de-medicalization of hashish during the second 

half of the 19th century, the brief but vibrant heyday of medicalized cannabis in 1840s 

France sheds light on the important intersections of intoxicants, imperialism, and the 

production of pharmaceutical and medical knowledge in modern French history. As this 

chapter has shown, Orientalized ideas about hashish fashioned from the imperial 

experiences and imaginaries of French soldiers, scholars, pharmacists, and physicians 

underpinned the logic behind medicalizing the intoxicant and employing it in the fight 

against epidemic and mental diseases in the 1840s. Drawing from the work of Silvestre de 

Sacy, which etymologically linked hashish to the word “assassin” and thus to an acute and 
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potent lunacy supposedly intrinsic to being an “Oriental,” French pharmacists and 

physicians believed the drug offered a valuable homeopathic remedy for diseases of the 

central nervous system. Though hashish tinctures proved ineffective against the plague and 

cholera and the primary medical ideas that premised the use of hashish as medicine against 

these diseases were ultimately proven wrong, one should not dismiss as misadventure the 

fifteen plus years of research into and development of medicalized hashish by dozens of 

prominent French medical practitioners working in France, North Africa. Compared to 

current limitations on the availability of medicalized cannabis in France, the ubiquity and 

legitimacy of the drug in the middle Nineteenth century shows that Paris once occupied the 

center of a trans-imperial network of medical practitioners, stretching from the UK and 

British India (Brothers Smith and O’Shaughnessy) to Egypt (Aubert-Roche and Gastinel) 

to France (Moreau and DeCourtive), that promoted hashish-based medications as an 

effective treatment against the era’s most feared and confounding diseases. So convinced 

was the French medical community in the efficacy of hashish, that two French pharmacists, 

Gastinel and DeCourtive, even argued over who first isolated the intoxicant’s psychoactive 

alkaloid and from it produced a pharmaceutical grade tincture. And these debates, which 

produced the Willemin’s testimony in October of 1848, influenced practitioners in most of 

Paris’s major hospitals to prepare and use hashish tinctures to treat the cholera outbreak 

the following December.  This general acceptance of hashish as medicine in 1840s France 

illuminates the central role of cannabis in prominent medical debates and treatments of the 

day and likewise reveals the important influence of pharmacists and physicians practicing 

outside of metropolitan France, and particularly in Egypt, on developments in medicine in 

France and throughout Europe.  
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CHAPTER 5: "ARTIFICIAL IDEAS": THE DE-MEDICALIZATION OF 

HASHISH IN FRANCE, 1840-1860 

   
 Madness is often the result of the prolonged use of this substance. The 
 English traveler Madden, during his visits to Cairo's hospitals, found 
 fourteen lunatics (aliénés), three of which had become so by the abuse of 
 hashitt [hashish]. In addition to its intoxicating action on the brain, hashitt 
 has a special property, well known to Orientals, which gives rise to serious 
 accidents.            —Alexandre Brierre de Boismont (1837) 
   
 Men wish to create Paradise through chemistry, fermented drinks, 
 appearing as maniacs who replace the solid furniture and their real 
 gardens with decorations painted on canvases and mounted on frames... 
 Among the drugs most efficient in creating what I call the artificial ideal, 
 leaving on one side liquors, which rapidly excite gross frenzy and lay flat 
 all spiritual force, and the perfumes, whose excessive use, while rendering 
 subtler man's imagination, wear out gradually his physical forces; the two 
 most energetic substances, the most convenient and handiest, are hashish 
 and opium.        —Charles Baudelaire (1861)
  
 

Introduction 

 

 On 9 November 1837, Marseille's popular daily newspaper, La Sémpahore de 

Marseille, published a short piece about an incident earlier in the week involving four men 

who experimented with the drug "hatchy," more often called hashish. According to the 

article "four young men of our city, at their own risk and peril, experimented with hatchy 

(pronounced rhatchy), but their curiosity nearly failed them."1 After procuring dawamesk 

from a merchant from Alexandria cryptically called "M.R.," the four men absconded to one 

of their country homes outside of the city and together ingested the drug with a cup of 

coffee, as was "Oriental custom." Within a half hour they suffered "real symptoms of 

cerebral disorganization" and were gripped by "strange hallucinations." One of the men 

                                                
1 Excerpts of the original piece in La Sémaphore were reprinted in Journal des débats politiques et 
littéraires (14 Novembre 1837), 2d. 
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called "M.B.," a "young man known for his expansive and sincere gaiety and strong 

constitution," began to weep uncontrollably while his colleague, "M.V." believed he had 

died and was a ghost at his own funeral. Overcome with grief M.V. proceeded to shatter 

several crystal glasses and bottles of wine forcing one of his fellow hashish-eaters, the 

aforementioned Alexandrian merchant who procured the drug, to run to the nearest 

neighbor in search of someone who could "master their furry." After several more hours 

the "bizarre fantasies" and "foolish extravagances" subsided, but "the young merchant from 

Alexandria, who had the thinnest layer of perception in the midst of the general disorder, 

bemoaned from the depths of his soul that he feared that they might have poisoned 

themselves for good." In the end, it took "five or six" days for the men to recover from their 

hash-induced episode, and M.V. "only escaped due to the eager care of Dr. Cauviere, who 

immediately bled him." 

 This sensationalized account from Le Sémaphore, which was reprinted less than a 

week later in the Parisian Journal des débats politiques et littéraires, expressed a critical 

but minority opinion on hashish in France during the late 1830s and 1840s.2  As the 

previous chapter detailed, these 15 years or so marked a heyday for hashish in French 

medicine as dozens of pharmacists and physicians practicing in France and abroad 

increasingly extolled the virtues of the drug as a remedy for some of the era's most 

frightening and deadly diseases, including insanity, plague, and cholera. But while hashish 

rose to a position of pharmaceutical prominence during this time, a handful of physicians, 

scientists, journalists, and writers expressed the contrary opinion that the Oriental 

                                                
2 Journal des débats politiques et littéraires (14 Novembre 1837), 2d. 
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intoxicant offered no proven medicinal value and, in fact, only led to abuse, insanity, and 

antisocial and criminal behavior. And sporadic reports of "accidents occasioned by 

hashish" and "cases of hashish poisoning " continued to appear throughout the hashish 

heyday in 1840s and 1850s France and only increased in number in subsequent decades.3 

 Medically speaking, this critical and minority opinion of hashish as a poison largely 

congealed around the writings of Alexandre Brierre de Boismont (1797-1881), a prominent 

aliéniste from Montmartre who published an immediate response to the abovementioned 

report of hashish poisoning in Marseille in the 17 November edition of the Journal des 

débats politiques et littéraires. In his letter to the editor Boismont confirmed that "hashish 

has a special property, well known to the Orientals, that gives rise to serious accidents" and 

"madness is often the consequence of prolonged use of this substance."4 The first section 

of this chapter examines the writings of Brierre de Boismont and shows how his critiques 

of hashish flowed from his belief that mental illness was not solely a physiological 

phenomenon but also and more often a disorder of one's moral and spiritual constitution, 

which existed, as Boismont put it, "denuded of the organs."5 Boismont's conception of 

insanity ran directly counter to that of Jacque Joseph Moreau de Tours, who understood 

mental illness as a physiological phenomenon rooted in the the organic process of the brain 

understood as an organ and not a scientifically repackaged soul, or what Boismont and 

                                                
3 A. Brierre de Boismont, "Au rédacteur," Journal des débats politiques et litéraires (17 novembre 1837), 
3a., and "Expériences toxicologiques sur une substance inconnue," Gazette médicale de Paris 8:18 (1840): 
278-279; M. Forget, "Accidens occasionnés par le haschich," 10 October 1847, L'Abeille Médicale ; L. 
Lunier, "Accidents occasionnés par le hachisch," Annales Médico-psychologique 12 (1848): 377-8; M. 
Jacobs, "Un cas d'empoisonnement par le hachisch," Répertoire de Pharmacie 2 (1848) 242-244; E. 
Isambert, "Délire singulier dû au hachisch," Gazette hebdomadaire de médecine et de chirurgie 1:9 (1862): 
443-4. 
4 A. Brierre de Boismont, "Au rédacteur," Journal des débats politiques et litéraires (17 novembre 1837), 3a. 
5Quoted in Jan Goldstein, Console and Classify: The French Psychiatric Profession in the Nineteenth 
Century (University of Chicago Press, 1987), 244. 
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fellow spiritualists called the sens intime, or "visceral sense." This 19th-century medical 

debate between "physiologists" (Moreau and others who believed in the physical nature of 

insanity) and "psychologists" (Boismont and those who believed in the metaphysical nature 

of insanity) over the source of mental illness produced contrasting positions on the utility 

of hashish as a treatment in the fight against it.6 Moreau and his fellow physiologists 

believed insanity flowed from a "fundamental lesion" in the brain and that "simile-based 

therapies" such as hashish offered an effective research tool and potential remedy for 

disorders of the central nervous system. Whereas, Boismont and fellow psychologists 

believed in the spiritual and moral nature of insanity and understood mental illness as a 

disorder of thinking best conceptualized and treated with philosophical rather than 

physiological inquiry. Boismont thus believed that hashish provided no medicinal benefit, 

only caused users to act irrationally and violently, and should be legally prohibited 

throughout the French Empire. Much as in the contagionism/anti-contagionism debate over 

the nature and spread of epidemic diseases, then, hashish played a prominent role in mid-

19th century disputes in France over the nature and treatment of mental illness and one’s 

personal medical philosophies often determined whether or not they supported the 

medicalization of hashish. 

 During the second half of the 19th century, hashish gradually lost the medicinal 

legitimacy it had enjoyed during its heyday in 1840s France, appearing to French 

physicians by the 1880s, much as it had to Boismont, as a poison and threat to social order 

                                                
6 For the most comprehensive discussion of the debate in 19th-century French medicine between 
"psychologists" and "physiologists," see Jan Goldstein, Console and Classify, 240-275.  
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rather than a remedy and tool for medical research. Though physiological interpretations 

of mental illness, as well as of disease more generally, came to dominate French medicine 

during the second half of the 19th century, earlier physiology-based justifications for 

hashish as a treatment for mental and physical diseases did not accompany physiology’s 

rise to prominence.7 French historian Jacques Arveiller has argued that de-medicalization 

of hashish in France during the second half of the 19th century was linked to the scientific 

and medical discoveries of Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch, which marked the triumph of 

contagionism over the miasmatic theories of epidemic disease.8 With the discoveries of the 

bacteria that produced the plague and cholera came the obsolescence of the anticontagionist 

logic that underpinned the use of hashish in earlier treatments during the first half of the 

century. Dutch historians Stephen Snelders, Charles Kaplan, and Toine Pieters expressed 

a similar view, writing that interest in cannabis in France declined "because the drug did 

not belong to the new 'scientific' era of modern psychopharmacology" and thus "did not 

look forward to the hopes of final conquest of physiological and mental diseases by modern 

medicine."9 Snelders et al. also point to the inability of chemists and pharmacists to isolate 

and standardize the psychoactive properties of cannabis and the contemporaneous rise of 

                                                
7 For more on the rise of physiology—understood here as a medical philosophy formed around new 
practices of  experimental surgery, dissection, and data-driven analysis and the central idea that new 
medical knowledge can be obtained most efficiently by adopting methods and ideas from other scientific 
disciplines, namely chemistry, physics, mathematics, and pharmacy—in French medicine during the first 
half of the 19th century, see John E. Lesch, Science and Medicine in France: The Emergence of 
Experimental physiology, 1790-1855 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984); and Ian 
Dowbiggin, Inheriting Madness: Professionalization and Psychiatric Knowledge in Nineteenth-century 
France (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1991). 
8 Jacques Arveiller, "Hachich, Romantisme et voyage initiatique. L'Information Psychiatrique 66:5 (1990): 
493–504; and "Le Cannabis en France au xix siecle: une histoire médicale," L'Évolution psychiatrique 78 
(2013): 465. 
9 Stephen Snelders, Charles Kaplan, and Toine Pieters, "On Cannabis, Chloral Hydrate, and Career Cycles 
of Psychotropic Drugs in Medicine," Bulletin of the History of Medicine 80:1 (2006): 104. 
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Romantic art and literature that Orientalized hashish consumption as contributing factors 

to this decline in the "career cycle" of medicinal cannabis in Western Europe during the 

19th century. 

 As the next two chapters seek to demonstrate, these previous explanations for the 

de-medicalization and criminalization of hashish in France during the second half of the 

19th century are incomplete because they fail to consider the important influence of French 

colonial expansion in North Africa on popular, medical and legal perceptions of hashish 

back in metropolitan France. The inability to standardize tincture doses and 

transformations in medical philosophies and practices certainly fueled the de-

medicalization of hashish in France in the second half of the 19th century. But the end of 

hashish's career cycle as medicine in France cannot be understood fully when examined 

outside the contexts of French imperial expansion. With the extension of French territorial 

control in Algeria during the second half of the 19th century, a colonial project 

reinvigorated by the 1847 French victory over Al-Qādir's resistance forces and subsequent 

partitioning of the colony into 3 administrative départements (Alger, Oran, and Constantine) 

the following year, came a renewed effort by French writers, artists, scholars, and 

physicians to embed depictions of the Orient and corresponding portrayals of hashish in 

what Edward Said called an "imaginative geography" of empire that sought to discursively 

exile the Arabo-Islamic culture from the conceptual topography of Western civilization.10  

In this imagined imperial landscape—rendered in the writings of Théophile Gautier, 

Charles Baudelaire, and Alexandre Dumas,  the paintings of Eugène Delacroix, the 

                                                
10 Edward Said, Orientalism, 49-73.  
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scholarship of Ernest Renan, and in dozens of medical and legal texts penned by imperial 

bureaucrats and physicians in French Algeria throughout the second half of the 19th 

century—hashish, which for centuries had been an accepted if contentious medical panacea 

and intoxicant in the Arabo-Islamic world, transformed into a clear marker of Oriental 

savagery and key basis of distinction between the civilized culture of France and the 

barbarism of Muslim Algerians. Proven incapable by the 1850s of being tamed by Western 

medical sciences, hashish thus took on a renewed flagitiousness in France. Whereas, the 

Orientalized psychotropic profile of hashish fueled cannabis-based medical research and 

treatments in the late 1830s and 1840s, by late 1850s the same profile increasingly was 

(re)emplotted into an imperial discourse about Oriental barbarism that justified official 

appeals for hashish prohibition across the French Empire by the 1880s. 

 

Alexandre Brierre de Boismont & the De-Medicalization of Hashish in France 

 On 6 January 1845, poet and journalist Théophile Gautier famously wrote in a 

literature review in La Presse, a popular conservative daily in Paris, that "hashish has 

replaced champagne" as the intoxicant of choice among the city's bourgeoisie, artists, and 

literati. "Strange thing," he continued, "we believe to have conquered Algeria, and it is 

Algeria that has conquered us!"11 Gautier, of course, was describing the growing subculture 

of hashish consumption in 1840s Paris, exemplified by Jacque Joseph Moreau de Tours' 

infamous Clubs de Hachichins, of which Gautier was a regular member. The Club—a 

semi-regular monthly gathering at the Hôtel Pimodan on Île St. Louis in central Paris, 

                                                
11 Théophile Gautier, "Nouvelles," La Presse (6 January 1845), 1. 
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where an ever-changing collection of French literati, artists, physicians and bourgeois 

notables ate dawamesk while being observed by Moreau—gained notoriety in 1846 after 

Gautier published an article on its activities in a February edition of the Revue des Deux 

Mondes.12 In his article Gautier immortalized the club's activities in French popular culture, 

framing their consumption of hashish in a Romantic Orientalism that resonated widely in 

a French empire increasingly involved in territorial acquisition in Algeria. In Gautier’s 

telling, Moreau, a respected physician who viewed these meetings as an opportunity to 

study mental illness, was transformed into a reincarnated "Old Man of the Mountain," who 

offered the same hashish-laden "green paste" to the bourgeois assemblage at the Hôtel 

Pimodan as the 12th-century Muslim original supposedly served to his disciples as a means 

of deceiving them into believing he possessed control over Muhammad's promised 

Paradise and thus of convincing them to become his assassins in exchange for entry.  

"Surely," he wrote,  

 the people who had seen me leave home, at a time when simple mortals take 
 their meals, did not know that I was going to Île Saint-Louis, a virtuous and 
 patriarchal place, to consume a strange dish served centuries ago by an 
 imposter sheik to push his disciples toward assassination; nothing in my 
 perfectly bourgeois outfit could have outed me for this excess Orientalism. 
 I rather looked like a nephew who was going to dine with his old aunt than 
 a believer about to taste the joys of the paradise of Mohammed.13 
 
Gauthier's description of an evening with the Club de Hachichins revealed the significant 

extent to which hashish had established itself as a popular intoxicant and marker of imperial 

consumption among metropolitan elite in 1840s France.  

                                                
12 Théophile Gautier, "Le Club des Hachichins," Revue de deux mondes (February 1846), 320. 
13  Théophile Gautier, "Le Club des Hachichins," Revue de deux mondes (February 1846), 325. 
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 As the previous chapter detailed, hashish's popularity as a recreational drug and 

symbol of imperial consumption in mid 19th century France was matched if not superseded 

by the intoxicant's wide-ranging acceptance among French physicians and pharmacists as 

a legitimate and "heroic remedy" against the era's most feared and deadliest diseases. 

Starting in the late 1830s, French physicians practicing in North Africa, notably Louis 

Aubert-Roche and Joseph-Bernard "Pacha" Gastinel, used hashish to treat the victims of 

plague and cholera outbreaks namely in Egypt. And based on their recommendations and 

testimonies to the drug's efficacy, physicians in Paris throughout the 1840s proffered 

hashish as a treatment for similar outbreaks of epidemic diseases in metropolitan France. 

Two French pharmacists, the aforementioned Gastinel from Cairo and Edmond de Courtive 

of Paris, even argued in the pages of medical peer-review journals and at hearings of the 

Académie de Science over the right to claim ownership of a particularly potent hashish 

tincture recipe.  Thus, not only had hashish reverse colonized the culture of intoxicants in 

1840s France, but the Oriental intoxicant had also come to occupy a key position in French 

pharmaceutical and medical practices. 

 But not everyone in Paris during the hashish heyday of the 1840s believed the 

intoxicant offered French society such sweeping recreational, medicinal, and scientific 

benefits.  One physician and alienist in particular, Alexandre Jacques François Brière de 

Boismont of Paris, went against the grain and was very outspoken against the use of hashish 

as both a recreational drug and a medical treatment. Starting as early as 1837, Boismont, a 

Catholic physician born in Rouen and ardent proponent of a "spiritualistic" understanding 

of mental illness, publically decried the dangers of hashish for French society and likewise 

argued against the physiological interpretations of mental illness proffered by Moreau de 
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Tours and the "physiologists," whose ideas supported the medicalization of hashish in the 

fight against mental illness in the first place.14 As this section details, this debate over the 

nature of mental illness between "physiologists" and "psychologists," as the two camps 

were called in France at that time, heavily influenced the ways in which French alienists 

viewed hashish and assessed its medicinal efficacy in the fight against insanity.  Though 

both camps shared an Orientalist perception of hashish that equated its psychotropic effects 

with an irrational violence supposedly at the core of the Arabo-Muslim soul, their opposing 

medical philosophies assigned contrasting medicinal possibilities to the drug. During the 

1830s and 1840s while hashish enjoyed its cultural and medicinal rise to prominence in 

France, Brière de Boismont's psychology-based critiques of the drug remained in the 

minority. But his numerous public warnings against the "social poison" of hashish would 

become by the 1860s the majority opinion of the intoxicant among French physicians and 

later lawmakers.  

 Born in Rouen and trained at the Faculty of Medicine in Paris (graduating in 1825), 

Alexandre Jacques François Brière de Boismont enjoyed a long and successful career in 

and around Paris as an alienist for over half a century, publishing over a dozen memoirs 

and monographs and over one hundred articles in French and European medical journals 

throughout that time. Boismont is best described as a Christian rationalist and conservative 

who believed that physicians should understand disorders of the brain as moral rather than 

physical maladies, that is, as a function of spiritual weakness and a corresponding inability 

                                                
14 A. Brierre de Boismont, "Au rédacteur," Journal des débats politiques et litéraires (17 novembre 1837), 
3a.  
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to cope with the pressures of civilization.15 "There exists on the surface of societies," 

Boismont wrote in 1839, "a considerable floating mass of individuals whose moral 

constitution has devolved to madness. They are feeble-minded and come from alienated, 

extravagant, impetuous, and strange parents; they receive, like a wax, exterior impressions, 

and their reason, distorted by a vicious education and a defective organization, cannot resist 

the shock or shake and losses." 16  Because Brière de Boismont viewed insanity as a 

"maladie morale" exacerbated by the constant advance of civilization, and not as a physical 

disorder of the brain (as did Moreau and the physiologists), he believed treatment should 

focus on restoring one's moral and social constitution via a "traitement morale," rather than 

on pharmaceuticals aimed at homeopathically stimulating the central nervous system into 

normal functioning.  

 Brière de Boismont's first public critique of hashish appeared in November 1837 in 

a letter to the editor he penned in response to a story in the Journal de débats about three 

Frenchmen in Marseilles who suffered "hashish poisoning" as a result of their self-

experiments. In his letter the alienist warned the journal's readers that the use of hashish, 

"well known in the Orient and Europe as the intoxicant used by the Old Man of the 

Mountain during the time of the Crusades," only led to madness.17 He also cited the work 

of Irish physician Richard Robert Madden who reported in a famous 1833 travelogue that 

three of fourteen patients suffering from insanity in a hospital in Cairo "had become 

                                                
15 Jan Goldsetin, Console and Classify, 241-272; Leigh Eric Schmidt, Hearing Things: Religion, Illusion, 
and the American Enlightenment (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000), 196. 
16 A. Brierre de Boismont, "De l'influence de la civilisation sur le développement de la folie," Annales 
d'hygiène publique et de médecine légale  21:2 (1839): 241-295. 
17 A. Brierre de Boismont, "Au rédacteur," 3a. 
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afflicted with madness as a result of their abuse of hashish."18 Two years later in his 

aforementioned piece on the relationship between civilization and insanity, Boismont 

reiterated this critique, again emplotting the drug's psychotropic profile within a decidedly 

Orientalized narrative of Muslim savagery. After outlining his belief in the metaphysical 

nature of mental illness and the role civilization plays in exacerbating insanity among the 

morally deficient, Boismont devoted roughly a quarter of his article to a discussion of 

moments in world history when certain elements of society were unable to spiritually cope 

with the advance of civilization. One such example marshalled by Boismont, interestingly 

enough, was the infamous Assassins of Alamut from the era of the Crusades. "We cannot 

abandon a discussion of the crusades," he wrote, 

 without saying a few words about the sect of political fanatics known as the 
 Assassins. All the works of that time are filed with accounts of their 
 incredible devotion, and with the terror inspired by the murders of the 
 sovereigns who fell under their blade. At the slightest signal of their leader, 
 whom history calls the Old Man of the Mountain, they leapt from the towers 
 to the rocks below, or slipped a dagger into their chests. Their fanaticism 
 was so great that [when unsuccessful in their task] they expired in the midst 
 of the cruelest tortures without sighing; their only regret was that they had 
 not succeeded. It would appear that it was by means of an intoxicating drink, 
 hashish obtained by the distillation of the pistils of cannabis, that their chief 
 achieved control over their brain...Fools are those who start from a false, 
 exaggerated, fantastic, imaginary principle and who reason as it was true.19 
 
For Boismont hashish use among the 13th century Assassins of Alamut represented a 

psychological "error of reason" rooted in the religious fanaticism of Islam and inherent 

barbarism of the Arab World. Hashish, then, represented for Boismont a misguided attempt 

                                                
18 A. Brierre de Boismont, "Au rédacteur," 3a; Richard Robert Madden, Travels in Turkey, Egypt, Nubia, 
and Palestine, in 1824, 1825, 1826, & 1827, 2 Vols. (London: Whittaker, Treacher, and Co., 1833), 245-5. 
 
19 A. Brierre de Boismont, "De l'influence de la civilisation sur le développement de la folie," 249-250. 
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to chemically resist the inevitable spread of Western civilization, further exacerbating the 

mental instability of those unable to cope with progress.  

 Boismont's depiction of hashish as a marker of irrational resistance to Western 

civilization ran counter to the mainstream view of the drug as a "heroic remedy," which 

developed during the subsequent decade among French medical practitioners. While 

Boismont continued in the 1840s to publish articles denouncing the widespread use of 

hashish as a medicine and recreational intoxicant in France, dozens of French physicians 

and pharmacists working in France and in North Africa published articles, dissertations, 

and monographs in support of the drug as an effective treatment against a range of epidemic 

diseases and psychological disorders.  As the previous chapter detailed, French physician 

Louis-Rémy Aubert-Roche published a much discussed study in 1840 on the spread and 

treatment of the plague in Egypt during the 1830s and in it argued that medicalized hashish 

stimulated the central nervous system, what he believed to be the seat of the disease, back 

into healthy functioning.20 “The plague,” Aubert-Roche wrote, “is primarily a disease of 

the nerves that originates in the thoracic and cervical ganglia. And hashish, a substance that 

acts upon the nervous system, has given me the best results.”21 Though Aubert-Roche 

viewed the drug through an Orientalized lens crafted from Sacy's Assassin's myth, he still 

viewed the Oriental intoxicant as a beneficial homeopathic remedy for combating the 

progression of plague in afflicted patients.  

                                                
20 Louis-Rémy Aubert-Roche, De la peste ou typhus d'Orient: Documens et observations recueillis pendant 
les années 1834 à 1838, en Egypte, en Arabie, sur la Mer Rouge, en Abyssinie à Smyrne et à 
Constantinople (Paris: Just Rouvier, 1840). 
21 Louis-Rémy Aubert-Roche, De la peste ou typhus d'Orient, 271. 
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 The same year that Aubert-Roche published his findings on hashish as a treatment 

in the  fight against plague epidemics in Egypt, Brière de Boismont wrote a piece for the 

Gazette Médicale de Paris on "Toxicological Experiments with an unknown substance," 

in which he continued his anti-hashish campaign.22 In his article Boismont recounted an 

evening he spent with over thirty physicians (including the likes of Esquirol, Ferrus, and 

Cottereau), men of letters, scholars and other notables who gathered to consume hashish 

and observe the effects of a "substance that produced, it was said, all the phenomena 

observed among disciples of the Old Man of the Mountain."23  Boismont focused his 

attention on three men, a novelist, a lawyer, and a painter-musician, all of whom consumed 

dawamesk with coffee and afterward experienced several hours of "extravagances." The 

doctor reported that the first two experimenters felt little effect from the drug, but the 

painter, simply called "M. B" (perhaps Monsieur Louis Boulanger, a close associate of 

Gautier and Baudelaire and member of the later gathered Club de Hachichins) had a very 

strong but measured reaction. Boismont described the intoxication experienced by M.B. as 

ultimately harmless and far from a form of temporary psychosis, as other physicians such 

as Moreau were arguing at that time. To Boismont's eye, the intoxicated subjects never lost 

their sense of self and answered most questions posed to them more or less rationally. But 

these rather tame examples did little to sway Boismont's opinion about the drug, and his 

closing to the article reiterated the Oriental dangers of hashish. "But after observing their 

excited state," he wrote,  

                                                
22 A. Brierre de Boismont, "Expériences toxicologiques sur une substance inconnue," Gazette médicale de 
Paris 8:18 (1840): 278-279. 
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 everyone has been of the opinion that these experiments cannot be repeated 
 on the same subject without inconvenience, and that such symptoms must 
 necessarily produce a morbid over-excitation or a collapse of the nervous 
 system...If, as the phenomena observed seem to indicate, this substance, 
 which we wish was not known, has the greatest analogy with that which the 
 Old Man of the Mountain gave to his fanatics, ought it not be feared that it 
 produces unfortunate results? It is known, moreover, the wretched condition 
 to which unhappy Orientals who smoke opium are reduced. The use of 
 hashish, an intoxicant obtained by the distillation of cannabis, seem to 
 produce effects that are no less serious. Is not the momentary loss of reason, 
 though freely consented, a painful spectacle? In any event, the substance 
 should be submitted to the Academy of Medicine, and no experiment should 
 be allowed on patients before the active element of this drug is perfectly 
 known. Let us not forget that Madden and Desgenettes transferred to the 
 hospital of Cairo several insane persons who had lost their reason by the use 
 of hashish.24 
 
Much as in his letter to the editor at the Journal de débats from two years previous, Brière 

de Boismont again judged hashish as a dangerous intoxicant that should be prohibited 

because of the threat it posed to the mental health of civil society. But at first glance this 

ardent critique of hashish appears to contradict Boismont's own observations from his 

evening with the self-experimenters. Throughout the piece, Boismont repeats his 

assessment that the subjects at no point during their intoxication appeared to lose 

completely their cognitive abilities. Describing the most-severely afflicted, the painter-

musician M.B., Boismont wrote that "he neither lost his sense of self or his surroundings; 

he responded to all the questions that we posed to him."25 And Boismont returned time and 

again to the fact that all three, though acting bizarrely, were sound of mind, could "talk 

science," and could chronologically list all the countries they'd visited in their life. Why, 

then, did Boismont denounce the drug as a threat to medicine and French society? 

                                                
24 A. Brierre de Boismont, "Expériences toxicologiques sur une substance inconnue," 279. 
 
25 A. Brierre de Boismont, "Expériences toxicologiques sur une substance inconnue," 279. 
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 The reasoning behind Brière de Boismont's criticism of hashish despite the 

seemingly benign observable effects of its intoxication laid in the Christian rationalism and 

spiritualism at the heart of his medical philosophies. As historian Jan Goldstein outlined in 

her seminal study of the professionalization of psychiatry in 19th century France, Console 

and Classify (1987), French physicians who focused on insanity in the 1840s, then called 

"médecins-philosophes" and "aliénistes," often supported one of two schools of thought 

concerning the origin and nature of mental illness—spiritualism or physiology.26  The 

spiritualists, also called "psychologists" and "metaphysicians," tended much as Boismont 

toward a conservative brand of politics (meaning monarchy) and often practiced an 

enlightened Catholicism that made room for scientific inquiry.27 They believed the mind 

and consciousness existed discretely from the physiological matter of the body (i.e. organs) 

and therefore that mental illness must be viewed as a disorder of the sens intime, roughly 

understood as a rational or thinking soul. Viewed through this lens, insanity appeared to 

call for the "moral treatment," first devised by Philippe Pinel in the late 18th century, which 

sought to repair the damaged sens intime through humane management and re-socialization 

via labor, education, prayer, and individual therapy.28 For Brière de Boismont hashish 

offered no benefit to this course of action against mental illness and, on the contrary, 

contributed to higher incidence of insanity among those who habitually consumed it. 

 Though spiritualists held considerable sway in French medicine and medical 

faculties during the decades of the Orléanist monarchy (1830-1848), their momentary 
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ascendancy in the 1830s and 1840s was bookended by the predominance of practitioners 

of an opposing school of thought, a group then known as the physiologists. Whereas 

spiritualists viewed mental illness as disorders of a "thinking soul" separate from the body, 

physiologists believed that insanity should be viewed and treated as a physical disease of 

the brain, understood as an organ like any other. As John E. Lesch detailed in his book, 

Science and Medicine in France: The Emergence of Experimental Physiology, 1790-1855, 

medical philosophies and practices in France in the decades after the Revolution underwent 

significant reform, as doctors in Paris and Montpellier increasingly highlighted the 

importance of experimental science, dissection, surgery, and clinical teaching to the 

advance of medical knowledge and treatment.29  This Revolution-inspired turn toward 

positivistic science in French medicine influenced a considerable number of médecin-

philosophes and aliènistes to apply the new techniques and theories of experimental 

physiology to the study and treatment of mental illness. The "father" of the physiological 

study of mental illness in 19th century France was undoubtedly Jean-Ètienne Dominique 

Esquirol (1772-1840), a student of Philippe Pinel and long-time resident aliéniste at 

Salpêtrière Hospital in Paris. While giving a lecture in 1822 at Salpêtrière, which served as 

a teaching hospital for the Parisian École de Médecin, Esquirol argued, "The 

metaphysicians [i.e. spiritualists] claimed that this malady belonged exclusively to the 

domain of their discussions and that they alone had the right to discourse upon it. They lost 

from view the true point of departure; they disdained familiarity with the physical man, 

threw themselves into empty theories and obscured [the subject matter] with metaphysical 
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abstractions."30 Discounting the "empty theories" of the spiritualists, Esquirol believed that 

mental illness flowed from a physical malady of the brain that revealed itself as a lesion or 

area of discoloration, which of course was discernible only upon the death and dissection 

of an afflicted patient.  Once the precise physical markers of mental illness were fully 

deciphered, Esquirol reasoned, physicians would know the seat of the disease and thus 

better be able to direct their course of treatment. 

 The aforementioned "Dr.X" of the Clubs de Hachichins, Jacques-Joseph Moreau 

de Tours, was an ardent proponent of the physiological interpretation of mental illness and, 

as Goldsetin put it, "a sarcastic critic of spiritualism."31 A student of Esquirol at Salpêtrière 

during the 1830s, Moreau embraced the physiological school of psychiatric thought and 

used it as the foundation for his pharmacological experiments with hashish as a treatment 

for insanity. In fact, it was Esquirol who in the middle 1830s volunteered Moreau to 

accompany a wealthy patient during a lengthy business trip to the Orient, which supplied 

the setting for his first encounter with hashish. Moreau described his Oriental excursion 

and first experience with hashish in a monograph he published in 1841 on the treatment of 

hallucinations with Datura stramonium (a hallucinogenic nightshade flower native to 

Mexico).32 In this text Moreau reported meeting French physician Louis-Rémy Aubert-

Roche, then working in the hospitals of Cairo for Pasha Muhammad Ali, and it was Aubert-

Roche who first introduced the intoxicant to the traveling physician. "At the beginning of 

the intoxication, while preserving the most perfect consciousness of oneself, one feels as if 
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31 Jan Goldstein, Console and Classify, 266. 
32 Jacques-Joseph Moreau, Mémoire sur le traitement des hallucinations par le Datura Stramonium (Paris: 
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carried away in a dream," he wrote describing his first self-experiment with the drug. "A 

new existence penetrates you, so to speak, envelops you on all sides," he continued. "The 

dreams, the phantoms of the imagination tear you from yourself; you feel that you are 

passing from the real world into a fictitious, imaginary world, and if I dared to express 

myself thus, in the impotence with which I found myself, I would say that I had fallen 

asleep without ceasing being awake." 33  For Moreau the "waking dreams" and 

hallucinations induced by hashish evidenced the drug's ability to produce a temporary state 

of insanity in users that could be used to both study and treat mental illness. “To 

comprehend the ravings of a madman, it is necessary to have raved oneself, but without 

having lost the awareness of one’s madness,” Moreau argued, and “there is not a single, 

elementary manifestation of mental illness that cannot be found in the mental changes 

caused by hashish.”34  Moreau also believed hashish offered a probable cure for certain 

patients afflicted with mental disorders, and especially "melancholia." A follower of 

homeopathy, or what he termed "simile-based therapy," he maintained that he could treat 

mental illness with medicalized hashish, the idea being that a stimulant of the central 

nervous system could refortify normal brain functioning.  

 Though Moreau used his physiology- and homeopathy-based medical philosophies 

to justify the use of hashish in the study and treatment of insanity, his understanding of the 

drug's psychotropic properties and belief in its efficacy as a treatment for mental illness, 

much as for Boismont, rested upon a racialized and reductive stereotype that equated 

hashish with Arabo-Islamic irrationality and savagery. In his article from 1841 Moreau 
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introduced hashish by invoking the by-then traditional narrative of the Assassins of Alamut 

and their leader's use of the drug to deceive his devotees and convince them to murder in 

his name.35 He also argued that folklore in the Arab world surrounding genies was in fact 

a result of habitual hashish consumption among Muslim masses. "The Arabs, principally 

those of Egypt," Moreau argued, "are very superstitious." 

 There are very few, even among the most educated, who do not believe in 
 the existence of certain beings whom they call genies. The genies were 
 created before Adam. They form an intermediate class between angels and 
 men; they are made of an igneous substance, and may, at their own accord, 
 assume the form of men, animals, monsters, and even render themselves 
 invisible. They eat, they drink, they reproduce themselves in a manner of 
 men; they are subject to death, although they usually live several centuries.36  
 
By the 1840s the story of "Aladin et la lampe merveilleuse" had been well-known in France 

for over a century, first appearing in the original volumes of Antoine Galland's famous Les 

Milles et une Nuits (1704-1717).37 Interestingly, the provenance of the story of Aladdin 

and his magical Genie Lamp is still debated; Galland never found an original Arabic 

manuscript of the tale and instead relied on the oral testimony of a Maronite scholar from 

Aleppo called Youhenna "Hanna" Diab, who first told the story to Galland in Paris 

sometime in 1709.38 Several "original" Arabic manuscripts of the tale emerged and were 

purchased by the Bibliothèque nationale de France (BnF) during the 19th century, but all 

were proven to be forgeries.39 Some scholars even suggest that the tale originated in the 
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Zinjiang province of China and spread to the Muslim world via the Silk Road sometime 

around the 12th century; after all Galland begins his story of Aladdin in the "kingdom of 

China, very rich and well-known," and the name "Aladdin" is itself formed from a 

combination of Turkic and Chinese languages.40 But for Moreau's French readers of the 

early 1840s, the trans-civilizational origins of the story mattered little, and Aladdin and his 

marvelous lamp functioned instead as decisive marker of Oriental exoticism, childishness, 

and insolence. 41  And the widespread use of hashish in the Orient, Moreau argued, 

explained the wide-spread belief in the existence of genies. The general belief in genies, 

he wrote, "constitutes a pathological state of the mental faculties, an intellectual 

modification of which we have not been able to conceive hitherto, and which seems to be 

developed only by the use of hashish. I am speaking of a somewhat chronic, permanent 

disposition to hallucinations (without, however, the integrity of the mental faculties being 

otherwise injured), when the mind is placed in certain psychic conditions, a forcible 

preoccupation, a lively faith, an enthusiastic  belief."42 Moreau reported to his readers that 

"Arabs" from all classes, from the educated dragoman to the lowliest mendicant, believed 

in the existence of genies. "Most of the Arabs," he wrote, "even attribute the construction 

of the pyramids to the genies, convinced that no men could not have erected such 
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monuments." And the most probable explanation for these fantastical beliefs, he argued, 

rested in the widespread and habitual use of hashish among the Muslim masses. "The origin 

is not in doubt," he wrote. "It is very material, it is organic, it is the phenomenal result of a 

toxic substance on the nervous system."43 

 Thus convinced of the power of hashish to induce a state of insanity in users (what 

he often called a "sleepless dream"), Moreau continued to experiment with the drug upon 

returning from his travels to the Orient and taking up a post as resident physician at Hôpital 

La Bicêtre in Paris in the early 1840s. As discussed in the previous chapter, Moreau tested 

his psychotomimetic theories concerning hashish as a potential cure for insanity by using 

dawamesk, often supplied by Aubert-Roche or made from cannabis grown on the grounds 

of Bicêtre, in the treatment of the mentally ill under his care. He also organized semi-

monthly gatherings at the Hôtel Pimodan in central Paris starting around 1841, infamously 

known as the Club de Hachichins, where fellow physicians and French literati, artists, and 

notables ate dawamesk while Moreau observed, hoping to learn more about the inner 

workings of a temporarily diseased mind. In 1845 Moreau published a monograph based 

on his findings from these experiments at the Hôtel Pimodan and Bicêtre entitled Du 

Hachisch et de l'alienation mentale, in which he detailed his contention that the 

intoxication of hashish offered a "powerful and unique means of exploration in the matter 

of mental pathogenesis."44 An ardent member of the physiology school of medical thinking 

and practice, Moreau based this contention on his belief that mental illness was best 

understood as a physiological disorder of the brain. “Many alienists have questioned the 
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physiological causes of madness," he wrote, "but I know of no one, speaking of madness, 

that has transmitted to us the result of his personal experience or described insanity 

according to his own perceptions and sensations." For Moreau, much as for his teacher 

Esquirol, mental illness resulted from a "primordial functional lesion from which all the 

forms of madness flow like so many streams from the same source." And by consuming 

hashish, he reasoned, "I believe that I can trace back to the primitive source every 

fundamental phenomenon of delirium."45 Put simply the "sleepless dream" induced by 

hashish intoxication, which according to Moreau had duped the majority of the Arabo-

Islamic world into believing in genies, supposedly allowed a sane French person on the 

banks of the Seine to take a temporary sojourn to the Orient in their mind and for a fleeting 

moment experience a specifically Oriental brand of insanity.   

 Not only did Moreau's experiments with hashish receive notoriety through 

Gauthier's sensationalized essays on the activities of the Club de Hachichins, but Moreau's 

monograph on hashish and insanity received critical acclaim among physicians in France 

and abroad and even was awarded honorable mention in the 1846 "Concours pours le prix 

de Médecine et de Chirurgie," sponsored and judged by the Academy of Medicine in 

Paris.46 One review in the Gazette médicale de Paris captured well this general acceptance 

of Moreau's work, writing "It is thus a new and happy idea to have recourse to such a means 

to deepen the study of a disease as obscure as folly, and we must be grateful to M. Moreau 
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for having conceived and realized" the benefits of hashish for French and Western 

medicine.47 Moreau's ideas even gained notoriety abroad, particularly in the United States. 

In the January 1846 edition of the American Journal of Insanity, the editor of the journal, 

Amariah Brigham, founding member of the Association of Medical Superintendents of 

American institutions for the Insane (the precursor of the American Psychiatric Center, 

wrote "we consider [hashish] a very energetic remedy, and hope it will prove a useful one, 

and recommend attention to it, and the book of M. Moreau."48 Brigham also reported that 

Moreau's study had inspired him to acquire "two ounces of pure extract, direct from 

Calcutta" from a Dr. J.V.C. Smith of Boston and use it in the treatment of patients at the 

Lunatic Asylum at Utica, New York. "From our limited experience," Brigham wrote, "we 

regard it as a very energetic remedy, and well worthy of further trial with the insane." A 

review in an October edition of The Boston Medical and Surgical Journal, edited by the 

aforementioned Dr. Smith, shared Brigham's praise of Moreau's work, writing that "A new 

work by M. Moreau, of the Bicêtre, has much in praise of Cannabis Indica...its discovery 

must be of much importance to the civilized world."49 As the previous chapter detailed, the 

international and domestic approval for Moreau's findings concerning the medicinal and 

scientific value of hashish helped launch a roughly decade of sustained popularity for the 

drug in French medical circles.  

 But not everyone in the French medical and scientific communities in the middle 

19th century agreed with Moreau's conclusions about insanity and hashish or shared the 
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same zeal for the new drug's potential benefit for the civilized world. For example, the 

aforementioned Alexandre Brière de Boismont challenged Moreau's findings on insanity 

and hashish, publishing a monograph on insanity and hallucinations in the same year.50 A 

contemporary (physiology-leaning) critic captured the upstream nature of Boismont's 

position: "It is no easy task to make the chords of contemporary criticism, in general so 

slack, vibrate so."51 In his study, entitled Des hallucinations ou histoire raisonnée des 

apparations, des visions, des songes, de l'extase, et du magnétisme (1845), Boismont laid 

out his spiritualist argument concerning the nature of mental illness and from this 

philosophical position heavily critiqued Moreau's use of hashish as a tool for research and 

as a pharmaceutical treatment for insanity. "Psychological facts cannot be placed on the 

same line with those that affect the senses," Boismont contended. "Although the brain may 

be the seat of intellectual operations, it is not the creator of them."52 Boismont and other 

prominent spiritualists, such as the Parisian alienist Ferdinand Berthier, believed the mind 

and consciousness 

existed separately from the physiological body and thus that mental illness must be viewed 

as a disorder of the sens intime, roughly understood as a rational or thinking soul.  

 One of Boismont's key spiritualist arguments concerned the nature of hallucinations 

and the whether or not they should be understood as clear symptoms of insanity. For 

Moreau, hallucinations represented a clear symptom of mental illness, a sign that some 
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disorder of the central nervous system had thrust the afflicted into a state of "sleepless 

dreaming." Moreau's physiological interpretation of hallucinations (which were prominent 

in French medicine in the mid-1840s) coupled with his belief in "simile-based therapies" 

led him to the conclusion that hashish, an intoxicant and stimulant of the central nervous 

system, could "excite" the brain into a state of "sleepless dreaming" that was beneficial to 

both research into and in the treatment of mental illness. But for Brière de Boismont and 

his Christian rationalist sensibility, not all types of hallucinations should be considered a 

symptom of insanity. "In antiquity, Socrates, the founder of morality; in the Middle Ages, 

Joan of Arc, the popular heroine and liberator of France; in modern times, Pascal, the 

sublime thinker," all of these celebrated figures in the Western canon, Boismont argued, 

infamously suffered from hallucinations. "From the perspective of science itself," he 

contended, "the exclusive pathological theory of insanity seems to us viciously opposed to 

these examples of mental representations...and of hallucinations."53 By holding up three 

well-known and revered thinkers and French patriots who suffered hallucinations, 

Boismont hoped to convince his mostly physiology-leaning readers to question their 

presuppositions concerning hallucinations, mental illness, and the medicinal value of 

hashish.  

 From Brière de Boismont's perspective, practitioners of science, medicine, and law 

all should have viewed mental illness and particularly hallucinations with more nuance, 

that is, not simply as a clear sign of insanity. Boismont believed that there were two primary 

types of hallucinations—"physiological" hallucinations, or visions undetached from 
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rational thought, and "pathological" visions, or those derived from fabricated sources 

linked to delirious ideas, contradictory intentions, and childish terrors. He conceded that 

physiological hallucinations, what he also called "follie raisonnanté" or "rational insanity," 

often leant itself to criminality. However, it was this category of rational insanity in which 

Boismont positioned his case for a marriage of Christianity and science as the basis for 

understanding and treating mental illness. "Religious feeling is innate in man," he wrote. 

"It answers an instinctive need of his nature; to make a clean sweep of the Christian religion, 

its most perfect expression, because ignorant, superstitious, fanatical, and ambitious people 

are used to expressing principles whose triumph would be its ruin; to misunderstand its 

divine origin, its immense benefits, its  mission of devotion and charity; it is to make 

use of a weapon which would destroy all that is good, moral, and generous in the world."54 

Briére de Boismont thus framed his spiritualist position on mental illness and 

hallucinations as a scientific defense of Christian morality. The secularization of 

psychiatric thinking and treatment engendered by the rise of physiology in French medicine 

during the first half of the Nineteenth century, coupled with the corresponding "purge" of 

spiritualist physicians from the medical faculties of Paris during the late years of the 

Orléanist monarchy, put Boismont and his fellow spiritualists firmly on the defensive in 

the middle 1840s.55 Thus it is not surprising that the book, for Boismont, was intended "to 

prove the persistence of the spiritual nature of insanity" against the charges of physiologists 

and especially Moreau. "There is no serious comparison to be drawn between the 
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hallucinations of these famous men and those of the insane," Boismont argued.56 Auditory 

or visual hallucinations coupled with rational thinking and, more importantly, a strong 

moral (i.e. Christian) constitution should not, in his estimation, be associated with insanity 

proper.  

 After outlining his spiritualist assessment of hallucinations and mental illness, 

Boismont proceeded with a corresponding critique of hashish as a research tool and 

pharmaceutical treatment for insanity. He first reminded readers of his aforementioned 

article from 1840 in the Gazette Médicale in which he detailed the activities of an early 

hashish-eating club that gathered in Paris in the winter of 1840 under the direction of famed 

physiologist Esquirol.57 Boismont reiterated his seemingly contradictory belief that those 

who consumed hashish at this gathering, while artificially and temporarily transporting 

themselves to an "Oriental empire of hallucinations and illusions," remained more-or-less 

lucid throughout their intoxication and thus did not experience a true state of delirium, 

physiologically or pathologically speaking. He also was unconvinced that hashish could 

replicate or treat mental illness, because he did not believe, as did Moreau and the 

physiologists, that mental illness derived from a physically diseased brain. But in the same 

breath, he offered a biting critique of the drug, arguing that prolonged, excessive use could 

lead to irrational violence. "Its use is not without danger," Boismont warned. "Indeed, a 

prolonged indulgence in this drug must necessarily have a fatal effect on the health. The 

momentary loss of reason, although it be intentional, presents by a miserable spectacle."58  
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In an article published in October of 1845 in Revue des deux mondes, Boismont reiterated 

this critique of hashish and and further dissected Moreau's findings in Du Haschisch et 

alienation mentale, published earlier the same year.59 After personally observing hashish 

intoxication in 1840 and carefully scrutinizing Moreau's findings in Du hashchich, 

Boismont was convinced that "the result of the absorption of this substance was to change 

the ordinary visions of these patients into other visions. The fact is undoubtedly curious, 

but it seems far from conclusive. To move the nature of madness is not to cure it."60 Viewed 

from Boismont's spiritualist perspective, then, hashish offered no cure for the moral 

deficiencies behind mental illness and, in fact, only modified or worse exacerbated the 

problem. 

 In the immediate decade following the publication of Boismont's and Moreau's 

competing studies in 1845, the majority of medical practitioners in Paris and abroad who 

commented on their works supported the latter’s contentions concerning the physiological 

nature of mental illness and his corresponding praise of hashish, often viewing the former’s 

conclusions, as one reviewer put it, as “a premature marriage of science and religion driven 

by overly-Catholic ideals” and “motivated by the needs of his conscience.”61  As the 

previous chapter detailed, dozens of medical practitioners and pharmacists working in Paris 

and abroad in the late 1840s and early 1850s championed medical philosophies, namely 

anti-contagionism, homeopathy, and physiology, that provided a scientific rationale for the 

medicalization of hashish and its use as a treatment against a range of diseases, including 
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cholera and the plague. The international acclaim of Moreau's work combined with the 

widely-publicized Gastinel Affair in the fall of 1848, the subsequent use of hashish by most 

Parisian hospitals to treat cholera during the 1849/50 epidemic, and the 1853 competition 

sponsored by the Société de Pharmacie de Paris, offering 1500 francs (the equivalent of 

roughly $17,000 today) to the first scientist to isolate the active chemical alkaloid in 

cannabis, all evidenced this ascendancy of hashish in medical and scientific circles during 

the middle 19th century.62  

 But this brief but vibrant heyday for hashish in France began to fade in the late 

1850s and early 1860s as anti-contagionism and homeopathy waned in popularity and an 

increasingly conservative press in Napoleon III's Second Empire (1852-1870) began to 

target hashish consumption as a growing threat to French civilization both at home in the 

nation's newest colony in Algeria. As historians Catherine Kudlick and E.A Heaman have 

detailed, the cholera epidemic of 1849/50 in Paris marked the definitive beginning of the 

end for anti-contagionism in French medicine, as physicians and public health officials in 

the short-lived Second Republic and then throughout the reign of Louis Napoleon III 

increasingly shifted their position on cholera toward and gradually realigned their 

treatments and policies with contagionist ideas. 63  The unsatisfying results of hashish 

tincture treatments against cholera in the epidemic of 1849 contributed to this shift away 

from the anti-contagionist theories, further undermining the medical justification for the 

drug's use against epidemic and other serious diseases. And as the medical and 
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pharmaceutical epistemologies that drove and justified the medicalization of hashish in the 

1830s and 1840s gradually gave way in succeeding decades to new philosophies of 

medicine (namely the nascent stages of the germ-theory), physicians in France significantly 

revised their opinions on the medicinal value of cannabis and hashish and increasingly 

aligned their conceptions of the drug with Boismont's once minority opinion.  

 Boismont's critique of hashish remained firmly in the minority in French medicine 

during the 1840s, appearing as an outlier among the dozens of positive reviews of Moreau's 

works and other praise of hashish as a "heroic remedy." But starting in the mid-to-late 

1840s, several blurbs and sensationalized reports about hashish-eating Muslims and 

political dissidents engaged in criminal behavior throughout the empire began to appear 

with greater frequency in the French press. One of the earliest reports came in June of 1845 

when La Presse, a popular conservative daily published by Orléanist Émile de Girardin, 

reported on "Two Hashish-Eating and Furious Dervishes" who created an "ugly scene" on 

May 30th aboard the Austrian liner, the Impératrice ("Empress"), which was sailing in the 

Black sea in route from Trabzon to Constantinople.64 According to the report, at about three 

o'clock in the afternoon, two Afghan dervishes from Kandahar completed their prayers and 

"were seized with an attack of rage, the consequences of which were terrible." 

 In the blink of an eye they killed a young Greek person with a pistol shot, 
 stabbed an Armenian and, according to a Lloyd's insurance agent 
 interviewed in Trabzon, seriously injured six other passengers.  Finally, on 
 the order of the captain, the sailors killed the dervishes with bayonets. These 
 furious fools were between 40 and 45 years old and belonged to a Shiite 
 sect. They began the carnage without provocation. According to the 
 testimonies of some travelers, it seems certain they were intoxicated with 
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 hashish. The Turks and Persians aboard the ship seemed for a moment to 
 want to make a case for the assassins, which caused a general melee. But 
 the captain fortunately was able to prevent the scene from escalating.65 
 
The similarities between this short report in La Presse and the infamous story of the 

hashish-eating Ismaili assassins authorized and popularized by Silvestre de Sacy earlier in 

the century are striking. The two Afghani dervishes from Kandahar were not only from a 

Shiite sect (much like the Ismaili), but they also (supposedly) consumed hashish before 

their surprise and unprovoked attack on Westerner travelers and merchants. For readers of 

La Presse, one of the most popular and affordable daily newspapers in 1840s France with 

over 60,000 subscribers in Paris alone, this news story brought to life the mythic Assassins 

of Alamut and further validated the idea circulating throughout French scientific, medical, 

and cultural communities that the intoxicating properties of hashish (when not tamed by 

Western pharmaceutical and medical sciences) metamorphosed users into mad and 

murderous Muslims.  

Reports of hashish-crazed Muslims acting as “furious fools” appeared with 

increased frequency in French newspapers and peer-review medical journals during the 

late 1840s and 1850s, even as hashish enjoyed a period of sustained legitimacy in French 

medicine.66   While Moreau won prizes for his work with hashish and gave key-note 

lectures at the École de Médecine in Paris extolling the virtues of the drug in the study and 

treatment of insanity, a backlash slowly developed around sensationalized reports of real-
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life examples of hash-crazed Muslim assassins. A report from 1850 in the “Variety” section 

of Annales médico-psychologiques, a peer-review medical journal co-founded and co-

edited by Brière de Boismont, captured this growing concern over dangerous, Arab 

“hashish smokers” threatening social order in the expanding French Empire.67 The article 

informed readers that on 27 May 1850 in the city of Constantine, Algeria (officially a 

French overseas departement after 1848)  

 A nine-year-old Israeli boy was going to school when he was met by an 
 Arab, who seized him by the throat, squeezed him tight enough to make him 
 faint and was going to throw him to the Rhumel [a gorge], when the boy 
 was delivered by spectators. The accused, after being interrogated, said for 
 his justification that on the day of the crime he had smoked cannabis, and 
 that, in the ecstatic intoxication which it produced, heard voices that ordered 
 him to assassinate an Israelite. Dr. Boiso testified that when he saw the 
 accused he thought he was then under the influence of hashish. The abuse 
 of this substance, he added, enervates the subjects who make use of it, and 
 leads them to such a state of intellectual debasement and physical 
 exhaustion, that they are impressed to the highest degree, and that they can 
 perform an act of violence or cruelty without having full awareness of its 
 gravity. 

 
 Dr. Vital, who had observed the accused for fifteen days, declared in his 
 report that his health and his faculties had undergone a slight weakening, 
 which was aggravated by the use of hashish. At the moment when the 
 accused attempted to kill the Jew, he was in the grip of a delirium…The 
 Arab declared that he had been brought to this crime by the voices that were 
 walking beside him and said to him, "You have eaten with the Jews, you 
 must purify yourself with their blood, and offer Muhammad the skin of a 
 Jew.” 

 
 There is no doubt that the murderer had hallucinations whose cause was 
 obviously the use of hashish. We quoted in the Journal des Débats in 1837 
 and in the Gazette médicale on 2 May 1840, the fact of three merchants of 
 Marseilles, who, after having made use of hashish, were seized with a 
 furious delirium, breaking everything, one throwing himself from a window. 
 In the many trials that were attempted in Paris, we knew a doctor who was 
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 like a madman and who still wanted to kill someone. The use of hashish is 
 therefore not as innocent as it has been claimed.68 
 
Though this story appeared without a credited author, it is clear that Brierre de Boismont, 

the journal’s editor and the authors of the Journal de debats and Gazette medicale pieces 

mentioned in the final sentences, had a hand in the writing and/or publication of the report. 

Much as in Boismont’s previous pieces, the report highlighted the serious threat posed to 

French society by hashish consumption and Islamic fanaticism, portraying both as moral 

deficiencies and thus as causes of mental disorder. The author also critiqued the use of 

hashish by certain French doctors, one of whom they claim became mad and homicidal due 

to excessive hashish use. Though the author does not explicitly name names, one can safely 

assume they were aiming their critique at the physiological works of Moreau, Aubert-

Roche, Gastinel, De Courtive, and others who extolled the virtues of hashish as a “heroic 

remedy” during the late 1840s and 1850s. The report also contained all of the hallmarks of 

the Assassin’s myth, further bringing to life for French readers the hashish-crazed 

murderous Muslims from Marco Polo’s infamous legend. The author reanimated the 

infamous Hachichins, connecting it to an uncorroborated story about a Muslim Arab in 

present-day Constantine, the capital city of the Republic’s newest départements in Algeria, 

who smoked hashish, heard voices from Muhammad demanding the “skin of a Jew,” and 

proceeded to try and throw a Jewish boy into the Rhumel gorges that cut through the city’s 

center. With hash-crazed doctors threatening social order at home and hash-crazed 

Muslims threatening the safety of French colonists aboard, one hardly could claim, the 
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author averred, that hashish was an innocent, much less useful intoxicant for French 

civilization.   

 From his early and lone critiques of experiments with hashish by medical 

colleagues in the late 1830s and 1840s through his formal renunciation of the intoxicant in 

an 1845 monograph to his publication of anti-hashish propaganda about hash-crazed 

Muslims in French Algeria in the early 1850s, Brière de Boismont tirelessly beat the drum 

for the anti-hashish position in middle 19th century France, all while the majority of his 

professional colleagues and fellow Parisians extolled the drug’s supposed virtues. But with 

the conservative shift in politics engendered by the rise of Napoleon III and the Second 

French Empire coupled with the shift away from anti-contagionism and homeopathy in 

French medical practices during the second half of the 19th century, Boismont’s critique 

became increasingly accepted in medical and cultural circles of the French Second 

Republic. Boismont thus built the foundation for the de-medicalized understanding of 

hashish that dominated official and popular perceptions of the drug in the French Empire 

during the second half of the 19th century. 

 

Charles Baudelaire and Hashish as a Romantic Anti-Hero  

With the fall of the short-lived Second Republic after the coup of December 1851 

and the formal creation of the French Second Empire a year later under Louis Napoleon 

III, a conservative and imperial swing in French politics triggered a similar shift in popular 

opinions of hashish across the French Empire. At home and abroad, conservative 

physicians emboldened by the return of monarchy to France increasingly spoke up against 

the general enthusiasm for hashish that characterized the previous decade, some even going 
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so far as to connect the rise of Republicanism and revolution to unchecked hashish 

consumption in Paris. An article from the conservative daily the Gazette de France in 

March of 1853 captured this new impulse to depict hashish as a political threat to the newly 

re-established monarchical empire in France controlled by Napoleon III and the House of 

Bonaparte. In the winter of 1852/53 Napoleon III undermined the power of the National 

Assembly granted by the Constitution the previous January (1852) and officially 

resuscitated the French Empire and crowned himself Emperor after a series of rigged 

referendums and plebiscites in November and December of 1852.69 The article in the 

Gazette connected the republican backlash to this usurpation of power by Napoleon III  to 

the recent assassination attempt on Austria’s Emperor Franz Joseph by the Hungarian 

nationalist János Libényi that February, blaming both attacks on “universal republicanism, 

that hashish of modern regicides.”70 To drive the point home, the article gave a short history 

of the “Muslim fanatics who assassinated kings in the 11th century,” describing them as 

“regicides pushed to criminality by an intoxicating drink called hashish, whence came the 

name Hachichins, of which we made the word assassin.” Rhetorically linking the drug-

fueled activities of the mythic Hachichins to the contemporary political dissidence of 

European republicans and socialists, they wrote, "the theories of universal republicanism 

are the hashish of modern regicides. The crimes that this intoxicant has produced have 

undermined the nation...All humanity demands that there be no longer in Europe places 

where this hashish of modern times can be safely prepared, where the instigators of political 
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crimes are sheltered and favored by unconditional and unregulated hospitality. It is not only 

in the interest of order and authority that this cry rises in all honest hearts, it is also in the 

interest of freedom, which is obviously compromised by these attacks."71Though the article 

used hashish and the Assassins myth as metaphors to critique republican resistance to 

European monarchy and not to blame actual hashish consumption for that radical resistance 

itself, the article’s use of the metaphor reflected a significant shift in popular perceptions 

of hashish in France in the 1850s. Orientalized myths that underpinned the medicalization 

of the drug a decade earlier now were used to describe political threats to the newly re-

established monarchical order. Like hashish in 11th century Syria, the article argued, 

republicanism in 19th century France inspired political dissent and criminal activity and 

threatened the stability of the imperial nation-state. Once praised as a “heroic remedy” and 

the new champagne of France, hashish by the 1860s was recast as anti-French and a threat 

to imperial order. 

Even many in France who viewed the rise of Napoleon III and the Second Empire 

with disdain expressed the same critical view of hashish held by royalists and Christian 

moralists like Boismont. Possibly the most influential and lasting voices among them was 

the poet Charles Pierre Baudelaire (1821-1867), famed author of Les fleurs du mal (1857) 

and key figure in the literary movement of French Romanticism.72  Though the Louis 

Napoleon's government banned 6 of the 101 poems in Les fleurs du mal for "excessive 

realism" and "offending public morality," Baudelaire and many royalists shared a strong 
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distaste for hashish, viewing the Oriental intoxicant as an anti-French menace and threat to 

Western civilization and its artistic tradition. During the 1850s, the height of his literary 

career, Baudelaire wrote three pieces condemning hashish, the most famous being Les 

Paradis artificiel (1860).73 Echoing the sentiments of the abovementioned article from the 

royalist La Mode, Baudelaire wrote, "If ever there was a government that had an interest 

in corrupting its governed, it would only have to encourage the use of hashish among 

them."74  

Notoriously short on cash, syphilitic, and addicted to laudanum for much of his 

adult life, Baudelaire nonetheless produced some of the most innovative and controversial 

poetry in 1850s France and perhaps the West. His biting and original critiques of bourgeois 

life, often delivered via confessional or diary form, have come to signify one of the first 

articulations of the crises of modernity then engulfing industrializing France and Europe.75 

As scholar Debarati Sanyal observed in The Violence of Modernity: Baudelaire, Irony and 

the Politics of Form (2006), Baudelaire's poetry bemoaned and belabored the "individual's 

abdication before the forces of capitalist modernity."76 And after trying dawamesk at a 

meeting of Moreu's Club de Hachichins at the Hôtel Lauzun where he resided between 

1843 and 1845, Baudelaire believed hashish intoxication offered just as much of a danger 

to an individual's creative will and moral well-being as encroaching modernity. 
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In his first essay on the subject published in early March of 1851 in the Parisian 

monthly Le Messager de l'Assemblée, Baudelaire poetically compared wine with hashish 

to convince his readers of the utility and godliness of the former and futility and evil of the 

latter. In the opening paragraphs, the poet praised wine as a fuel for artistic creation and as 

the lifeblood of Christian man. Pretending to be the voice of wine speaking to the heart of 

man, he wrote:  

 Man, my beloved, I want to inspire in you, despite my glass prison with 
 cork locks, a song full of fraternity, a song full of joy, of enlightenment, of 
 hope. I am not ungrateful; I know I owe you my life. I know what it cost 
 you in labor and sun on your shoulders. You gave me life, and I will reward 
 you...Do you hear me stirring in the powerful refrains of ancient times, the 
 songs of love and glory? I am the soul of the country; I am half gallant, half 
 bellicose. I am the hope of Sundays. Work makes the weekdays prosperous; 
 wine make Sundays happy. Elbows on the family table and rolled up sleeves, 
 you will glorify me proudly, and you will be truly content.77 
 
For Baudelaire, wine cultivated fraternity among men, filled them with happiness, hope 

and courage, inspired love among their families, and thus helped strengthen the "soul" of 

the French nation. And as anthropologist Marion Demossier demonstrated in her 

fascinating work Wine Drinking Culture in France (2010), this idea that that good wine is 

the lifeblood of France is a very real if somewhat cultivated marker of French cultural 

identity that the French and others continue to cultivate today. "French people have little 

or no knowledge of wine," Demossier found during her research in the early 2000s, "yet, 

paradoxically, wine drinking and the culture associated with it are seen by many as an 

essential part of what it means to be French. For French people, wine, or more precisely 
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the love of good wines, characterizes Frenchness in much the same way as being born in 

France, fighting for liberty of speaking French."78 Baudelaire gave early voice to this idea 

that the cultivation and consumption of wine formed a central pillar of French culture and 

identity. Making his case with the example of French music, Baudelaire argued, "The 

conscientious musician must use the wine of Champagne to compose a comic opera. He 

will find there the mossy and light cheerfulness that the genre demands. Religious music 

requires Rhine wine or Jurançon. As at the bottom of deep ideas, they hide an intoxicating 

bitterness; but heroic music cannot do without Burgundy wine. For it has the serious 

passion and drive of patriotism." In short, wine embodied the nation's talents and provided 

the fount of French innovation. 

 After extolling the French virtues of wine, Baudelaire used this patriotic profile of 

the nation's favorite drink as a literary foil with which to contrast hashish, "whose 

intoxication is evil and antisocial, while that of wine is deeply human."79He opened his 

condemnation with a description of the biological differences between cannabis grown in 

Europe for hemp and Cannabis indica grown in India and Egypt for dawamesk, and then 

proceeded to detail his unfriendly experience on the drug. He described feeling a "vulgar 

and irresistible hilarity," an irrational urge to laugh he portrayed as satanic; "The devil has 

invaded you, and all efforts you make to resist will only serve to accelerate the progress of 

the evil."80 He reported that hashish, as a demonic spirit, preyed upon one's fears and 
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anxieties and retarded one's artistic sense. Again using the subject of music to make his 

case, Baudelaire wrote,  

 A famous musician, who did not know the properties of hashish and perhaps 
 had never heard of it, arrived in the middle of our group where almost 
 everyone had taken hashish. We tried to make him understand its 
 intoxicating effects. He laughed gracefully like a man who wants to pose 
 for a few minutes in the spirit of propriety because he is well educated. But 
 our bursts of laughter, incomprehensible enormities, and baroque gestures 
 continued...We begged him to play music and he resigned. The violin had 
 scarcely made itself heard when the sound spread throughout the apartment 
 seizing here and there some of the sick. Their deep sighs, sobs, heart-
 rending moans, and torrents of tears terrified the musician. He stopped 
 playing, thinking himself in a house of madmen.81 
 
Baudelaire described the hashish users, himself included in this instance, as "sick" and 

prone to histrionic and irrational displays of emotion. And whereas wine inspired one to 

write sonnets and operas, hashish rendered one incapable of respecting basic propriety let 

alone appreciating proper music. Baudelaire seemed truly offended by the "violent gaiety" 

produced by hashish intoxication, which made his group incapable of appreciating the 

talents of the violinist.  

 Baudelaire offered a final anecdote to drive this point home concerning the 

impropriety that flowed from hashish intoxication. "I once saw a respectable magistrate, 

an honorable man...and at the moment when hashish invaded him, he abruptly jumped into 

an indecent cancan. The inner and truthful monster was revealed. This man who judged the 

actions of his peers, this Togatus, had learned the cancan secretly!"82 Though a popular 

marker of Frenchness today, the cancan in 1840s France was a new and scandalous dance 

confined to cabaret's and student dance halls. And interestingly enough, it is believed by 
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many that the cancan originated in Algeria and spread to France via soldiers in the French 

Armée d'Afrique sometime after the French invasion in 1830.83 Read from this perspective, 

Baudelaire's description of the hash-crazed magistrate doing the cancan further embeds 

hashish consumption within a narrative of Oriental irrationality and incivility. To ensure 

his readers understood this clear civilizational divide between wine and hashish, Baudelaire 

concluded:  

 Wine exalts the will; hashish annihilates it. Wine is a physical support; 
 hashish is a weapon for suicide. Wine makes one happy and sociable; 
 hashish isolates. Wine is industrious; hashish is essentially lazy. What good 
 is it to work, to plow, to write, to manufacture anything, when one can enter 
 paradise with a single blow? Finally, wine is for the working people who 
 deserve to drink it. Hashish belongs to the class of solitary joys; it is made 
 for the miserable and the idle. Wine is useful and produces fruitful results. 
 Hashish is useless and dangerous.84 
 
Fruitless, perilous, slothful, evil, and murderous, hashish for Baudelaire unequivocally 

embodied the incivility of the Oriental world, especially compared to wine, that industrious 

soul of the nation.   

 In a footnote affixed to the final lines about the dangers of hashish, Baudelaire 

quickly mentioned the work of aforementioned alienist Moreau de Tours, whose use of 

hashish as a treatment for mental illness in the middle 1840s sparked a decade and a half 

of sustained popularity for the drug in France and across the West. In the note Baudelaire 

critically and sarcastically wrote, "We must make mention, if only for the record, of the 

recent attempt to apply hashish to the treatment of madness. It is believed by some that the 

madman who takes hashish contracts a madness that drives away the other, and when the 
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intoxication has passed, the true madness, which is the normal state of the madman, regains 

its dominion! Someone even bothered to write a book about it. The doctor who invented 

this beautiful system is not in the least of the philosophical world!"85 Though Baudelaire 

does not name him explicitly, Moreau de Tours clearly was the physician to whom the poet 

referred and to whom his criticism was directed. He no doubt had met Moreau at the Hôtel 

de Lauzun, where he was living and Moreau was holding his hash gatherings during the 

middle 1840s. And it is highly probable that Moreau (via Aubert-Roche) supplied 

Baudelaire with the dawamesk and thus the "cruel nightmare" that informed his critical 

opinions and writings on the subject. So it is not surprising to read such a condemnation of 

Moreau, the evil hash-pushing doctor, in Baudelaire's work. But this footnote, much like 

the many citations of Sacy's Assassin's myth buried in the notes of hundreds of scientific 

works published since the early 19th century, simultaneously reflected and helped 

engender a shift in perceptions of hashish at that time, that is, a shift from the belief that 

hashish was capable of curing insanity via psychotomimetic therapy to the belief that 

hashish offered no medicinal benefit whatsoever and only produced psychotic states in 

users. At the time of this publication in 1851, hashish still enjoyed acclaim in France and 

abroad as a "heroic remedy" for a wide array of ailments. But Baudelaire's outright 

dismissal of Moreau's research and poetic depiction of hashish as a foreign evil compared 

to wine, civilization's lifeblood, would come to form the popular and professional opinions 

of the drug in France by the end of the century. 
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 Seven years after his first publication on hashish, Baudelaire, who was then 

penniless because of continued laudanum addiction compounded by delays in royalty 

payments stemming from the controversy over Les Flerus du Mal, wrote a lengthy follow-

up in Revue contemporaine entitled, "De l'ideal artificiel—Le Haschisch."86 Written as a 

teaser for his forthcoming book on the subject, the article expanded on his previous 

condemnation of the drug as a foreign evil, arguing that hashish users "want to create 

paradise via pharmaceuticals, similar to maniac that replaced solid furniture and real 

gardens by decorations paints on canvas and mounted to chassis."87 Baudelaire termed this 

foolish attempt to experience paradise and capture truth via hashish the "artificial idea," 

which was an explicit reference to the infamous Assassin's myth and claims by Silvestre 

de Sacy earlier in the 19th century that the "Old Man of the Mountain" drugged his 

assassins with hashish to convince them of the veracity of his artificial paradise, which the 

Old Man used to incentivize their suicidal devotion.88 "Further demonstrating this point on 

the immorality of hashish," he wrote to make the connection concrete, "a sect of Isma'ilites 

from which the Assassins are descended went astray in adoration [of the drug] to the point 

of going beyond the Hindu worshipers of ancient Lingam."89 During the 19th century it 

was widely believed throughout the West that Hindus worshiping the god Lingam during 

the first millennium B.C.E. practiced human sacrifice and phallus worship.90  Baudelaire 

thus referenced the contested factoid to further sully the drug and those who use it. 

                                                
86 Charles Baudelaire, "De l'idéal artificiel - Le Haschisch," Revue contemporaine (30 septembre 1858): 
274-307. 
87 Charles Baudelaire, "De l'idéal artificiel - Le Haschisch," 276. 
88 See Chapter 3. 
89 Charles Baudelaire, "De l'idéal artificiel - Le Haschisch," 296. 
90 See, for example, P.P. Jourdain's De la mythologie indienne de la côte de Malabar et de la péninsule de 
l'Inde (Paris: Rignous, Impreimeur de la Société Orientale, 1845), 50. 
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Baudelaire thus employed an Orientalized mythistory of hashish, not as a premise for the 

medicalization of drug as physicians like Moreau, Gastinel, Decourtive, Aubert-Roche, 

Virey, etc. had done for the two previous decades, but as a justification for its de-

medicalization, demonization and prohibition.  

 To fill the remainder of the piece, Baudelaire strung together several stories of hash 

use gone wrong, starting with the abovementioned tale of the famous musician offended 

by a group of intoxicated artists (Baudelaire included). This anecdotal evidence—of the 

disgruntled musician, of an intoxicated accountant breaking etiquettes at a dinner party, of 

a doctor's wife who became insufferably wonder-struck with every mundanity, etc.—

served to support his argument that it was alarmingly misguided to believe hashish offered 

a heroic remedy or temporary access to eternal, primordial truths about the human mind. 

"Novices to the drug," Baudelaire wrote with disdain and sarcasm, "imagine the 

intoxication of hashish as a prodigious country, a vast theater of conjuring and sleight of 

hand, where all is miraculous and unforeseen. This is a prejudice, a complete mistake."91 

Instead, he warned, hashish only subjugates oneself to exaggerated, amplified, and often 

negative elements of their own personality and often their deepest fears and anxieties. "The 

idler," he continued in sardonic tone, "is ingenious to artificially introduce the supernatural 

into his life and thought, but he is, after all and despite the accidental energy of his 

sensations, only the same man increased...he is subjugated, and unfortunately only by 

himself."92 Far from some portal to the inner workings of the human mind, he argued, 

hashish functioned only to poison the soul and amplify the deadly sins of vanity, sloth, and 

                                                
91 Charles Baudelaire, "De l'idéal artificiel - Le Haschisch," 293. 
92 Charles Baudelaire, "De l'idéal artificiel - Le Haschisch," 293. 
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hubris. In the final lines Baudelaire re-emphasized the sinful and deceitful nature of hashish 

with rhetoric fit for the Inquisition centuries before. Hashish, he concluded, offered only   

 a slow suicide, a weapon always bloodied and always sharpened. No 
 unreasonable mind will find this point redundant that I liken it to witchcraft, 
 to magic...no philosophical soul will blame this comparison. If the Church 
 condemns magic and witchcraft it is because they militate against the 
 intentions of God, that they suppress the work of time and want to make 
 superfluous the conditions of purity and morality, and that it, the Church, 
 considers it legitimate, as true, only the treasures gained by the good and 
 earnest intention. We call a scammer a player who has found a way to play 
 without fail; how shall we name the man who wants to buy, with little 
 money, happiness and genius? It is the very infallibility of the means that 
 constitutes its immorality, as the supposed infallibility of magic imposes its 
 infernal stigma. I will add that hashish, like all solitary joys, renders the 
 individual useless to men and society, a superfluous individual, and urges 
 him to continually admire himself and precipitating him day by day towards 
 the abyss. Man does not need to sell his soul to pay for intoxicating caresses 
 and the friendship of the houris. What is paradise that one buys at the price 
 of one's eternal salvation?93 
 
Though he often blasphemed in his poetry and was infamous for obscenity, Baudelaire 

remained a secret Catholic throughout his life. On his deathbed, he even surprised his 

closest friends by asking for a priest to come and deliver his last rights and to be buried a 

Catholic at Montparnasse Cemetery. As scholar Kieran Flanagn argued, "his secularising 

admirers seemed to have missed the point that far from seeking to undermine Catholicism 

by reference to Satanism, Baudelaire sought to affirm the basis of both."94 Thus, when 

Baudelaire wrote that hashish "militated against the intentions of God" and Church, he was 

not being sarcastic or hyperbolic. Baudelaire, much as Catholics Silvestre de Sacy and 

                                                
93 "Houris," from the Arabic ُحور meaning "gazelle-eyed," are spiritual beings in Islam that represent ideal 
human forms, and often the female form. The French adopted the Arabic word into their own language in 
the middle 18th century and almost always used it reductively to refer to a voluptuous, beautiful, and 
alluring woman from the Muslim world. Charles Baudelaire, "De l'idéal artificiel - Le Haschisch," 307. 
94 Kieran Flanagan, Sociological Noir: Irruptions and the Darkness of Modernity (New York: Routledge, 
2016), 200. 
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Briére de Boismont had before him, truly believed that pursuing the artificial paradise of 

hashish amounted to a mortal sin and eternal damnation. 

 In May of 1860 Baudelaire repackaged his previous pieces on hashish into a book 

entitled Les Paradis artificiels and published by August Poulet-Malassis, Baudelaire's 

friend and usual editor.95 In a letter he sent Poulet-Malassis while preparing the manuscript, 

Baudelaire described the work as "an attractive little book" that "I'm counting on to get me 

back in circulation a little...I'm sure it will sell."96 Per usual Baudelaire was short on cash 

and hoped the book would help him repay his creditors in Paris and finance a retreat from 

the city to the country to write.97 One could argue that Baudelaire's expectation of the 

book's success in the spring of 1860 spoke to the shift in public perceptions of hashish 

gradually occurring in France at that time. The national craze for medicalized hashish 

during the 1840s was followed by a decade of increased ambiguity concerning the drug, 

especially as more and more reports of "folie hasschischique" among habitual hash user in 

French Algeria.98 Baudelaire likely aimed to take advantage of the growing controversy 

concerning hashish to help sell some books.  

                                                
95 Charles Baudelaire, Les Paradis Artificiels (Paris: Garnier Flammarion, 1966, c. 1860). 
96 "Charles Baudelaire to Auguste Poulet-Malassis, 1 May 1859," in Selected Letters of Charles 
Baudelaire: The Conquest of Solitude (University of Chicago Press, 1986), 125-126. 
97 In a letter to editor of the Revue Contemporaine, Alphonse de Calonne, on 8 January 1859, Baudealire 
wrote to ask for a third advance of 1000 francs, "which may well suffice to help me flee Paris...I'm horribly 
bored." Selected Letters of Charles Baudelaire, 120-122. 
98 "M. le docteur GUYON adresse une Notice ayant pour tite: Du Haschis, préparation en usage parmi les 
Arabes de l'Algérie et du Levant,"Comptes rendus hebdomadaires des séances de l'Académie des sciences 
(January 1842): 517-518; Joseph Laure du Barry, "Note sur l'usage du chanvre en Algerie," Journal de 
chimie médicale, de pharmacie, et de toxicologie 1 (1845): 31-34; Eugène Daumas et Ausone de Chancel, 
La grand désert, ou Itinéraire d'une caravane du Sahara au pay des Nègres (Paris: N. Chaix, 1848), 397- 
405; H.A. Cauvain, "Algérie," Le Constitutionnel 241 (1851): 1d; Émile-Louis Bertherand and E. Latour, 
"Médecine Legale: De L'Ivresse Produite par le Kif," Gazette médicale de Algérie (1857): 154-56; Jules 
Duval, "Sur le Hachich," Journal de chimie médicale, de pharmacie, et de toxicologie (1857): 755-756; No 
Author, " "SUR LES DANGERS QUI RÉSULTENT DE L'USAGE DU HACHICH," Journal de chimie 
médicale, de pharmacie, et de toxicologie (1860):76-77. 
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 The content of Les Paradis Artificiels itself was entirely poached from the two 

pieces previously discussed from 1851 and 1858 with only minor revisions and addendums. 

The key addendum was a translation of the recently deceased Thomas De Quincey's 

Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1823) into French, presumably by Baudelaire. 

But the poet used opium in the book mostly as a foil with which to contrast hashish; Opium, 

Baudelaire argued, "instead of making man sleep, excites him, but only excites him in a 

natural way."99 Baudelaire depicts De Quincey as "a moral character" and his addiction to 

opium as a "peaceful seducer" compared to hashish, that "immoral demon" and "enemy of 

a regular life."100 Put another way, the Baudelaire constructs a typical Romantic hero out 

of De Quincey, casting him as self-conscious man of character battling depression and 

alienation brought on by the various ruptures wrought by modernity.101 And hashish for 

Baudelaire was the other side of this coin, the Romantic anti-hero, the embodiment of 

weakness and absurdity and antithesis to the virtues of civilized or civilizing man.102 

 

Conclusion 

 During a hearing at the National Assembly in Paris on 24 October 1969, Socialist 

deputy Daniel M. Benoist made a rousing speech supporting the prohibition of cannabis in 

France and concluded with the following remarks:  

 In closing, I will quote a sentence that Baudelaire wrote in one of his poems 
 in prose from Paradis Artificiels. It has illustrated for a long time the 

                                                
99 Charles Baudelaire, Les Paradis Artificiels, 52. 
100 Charles Baudelaire, Les Paradis Artificiels, 57. 
101 George Ross Ridge, The Hero in French Romantic Literature (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Pres, 
1959); Allan H. Pasco, Sick Heroes: French Society and Literature in the Romantic Age, 1750-1850 
(University of Exeter Press, 1997). 
102 See Chapter 5 "The Anti-Hero" in George Ross Ridge, The Hero in French Romantic Literature, 115-
140. 
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 problem of the drug and seems to me to summarize everything that has been 
 said this afternoon. It perhaps offers us hope, because already Baudelaire—

 especially Baudelaire—foresaw that the drug would create a social drama. 
 It was in his Poème du Haschisch that he wrote: 'The analysis of mysterious 
 effects and morbid enjoyments that these drugs produce, the inevitable 
 punishments that result from their prolonged use, and finally the immorality 
 even implied in this pursuit of a false ideal, is the subject of this 
 meditation.'103 
 

Over a century after he wrote Les Paradis Artificiels, Baudelaire helped provide some of 

the logic and language used by French politicians to pass the 1970 law proscribing cannabis 

use throughout the country, the same law which stands in France today. During those same 

Assembly meetings, deputies from across the political spectrum employed one 19th-

century myth about hashish after another to stir up enough terror and anger among the 

politicians to easily pass this prohibition. Echoing the fears of Brière de Boismont, several 

politicians and consulting medical, public health, and legal professionals described the 

nation’s social unrest and drug problems in the late 1960s as a foreign-born “plague,” 

spread to France by Arab drug traffickers and provocateurs set on undermining the health 

and moral constitution of the body politic.104 Explicitly citing Silvestre de Sacy, socialist 

deputy René Chazelle reminded the Assembly that the word “assassin” derived from the 

word “hashish,” after the name of an ancient cult of cannabis-smoking murderers in the 

Islamic world, the Hachichins. Pointing to the recent student rebellion and spike in drug-

related arrests (and especially hashish-related arrests), Chazelle warned his audience: “This 

filiation of drugs and crime is not simply assonance, it is today a reality.”105  Sacy's 

                                                
103 Daniel M. Benoist, “Séance du Vendredi 24 October 1969,” Jounral Officiel de la Républic Française: 
Débat Parlementaire – Assmeblée Nationale, Compte Rendu des Seances (Hereafter JORF). No. 63 (Paris: 
24 Octobre 1968), 2944. 
104 JORF 63 (Vendredi 24 Octobre 1969): 2940-2945. 
105 JORF 63 (Vendredi 24 Octobre 1969): 2945. 
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Assassin's myth, Brière de Boismont's portrayal of hashish as a Muslim plague, and 

Baudelaire's poetic rendering of hashish as a social and moral threat to French civilization, 

all products of the early-to-middle 19th-century, thus formed and continue to maintain the 

basis for cannabis prohibition in France. 

 But to fully understand how these mythistories of hashish from the middle 19th 

century came to form the basis of laws against cannabis in France in 1970 and since, we 

must examine the ways in which these myths became concretized in colonial medicine and 

law in French North Africa during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. As the previous 

two chapters have sought to demonstrate, medicalized hashish experienced a marked 

period of acceptance in France and throughout the West from the late 1830s through the 

early 1850s. And as I have argued, this push to medicalize hashish in France and abroad in 

and around the 1840s stemmed from pharmacists' belief that the expanding medical 

sciences could tame the dangerous, Oriental intoxicant and render it useful to medical 

practices. And many physicians working around this same time were similarly convinced 

of the drug's "heroic" potential and employed it to test their medical theories and treat their 

patients suffering from a wide array of illnesses. But as this chapter has shown, not every 

physician and scholar in France agreed. And during the 1850s what started as a handful of 

critical voices, loudest and most significant among them being Baudelaire and Brière de 

Boismont, gradually transformed by the end of the decade into the dominant position in 

France. In the next chapter we will see how the anti-hashish logic and language of 

Boismont and Baudelaire went on to inform the opinions of colonial physicians and 

officials in Algeria and serve as scientific justification for the creation of cannabis 
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proscriptions in Algiers in 1868 and calls for and an empire-wide prohibition by the early 

1870s. 
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CHAPTER 6: THE HACHICHINS OF ALGERIA: THE CRIMINALIZATION OF 

HASHISH IN FRANCE, 1840-1880 

 

 There is in Constantine a peculiar amusement enjoyed by hashish-eaters, it 
 is the hunting of hedgehogs, whose flesh is quite sought after in the country. 
 The Hachichins, for this hunt, are organized into a brotherhood to which 
 are attached details that I cannot give here.  
               —Jean-Louis-Geneviève Guyon (1841) 
   
 Alcohol has its place in the products of food consumption; its function is 
 constant in the arts and in industry. Hashish, freely sold in our bazars, 
 serves only the deplorable fancies of the idle and debased who frequent the 
 intersections and brothels of the old Moorish city...it must be dispensed only 
 from the pharmacy of a pharmacist, and by duly worded order of a 
 doctor.          —Alphonse Bertherand and Noël-Eugène Latour (1857) 
 
 The use of Cannabis indica, in the form of Kif or Madjoun, has long been 
 known...[and] history tells us that in the time of Saint Louis, the Old Man 
 of the Mountain intoxicated his disciples, whence came the name 
 Hachichins... from which we have drawn...the word 'assassin'... I thus 
 recommend preventing and suppressing the abuse of Kif in the three 
 provinces of Algeria.           —Émile-Louis Bertherand (1880) 
 
Introduction 
 
 On 22 August 1857, a twenty-year-old Muslim man from Algiers called Soliman-

ben-Mohammed attacked a crowd of Jewish Algerians gathered in the "haut quartier" of 

Algiers for the Sabbath, wounding seven and killing one. Eyewitnesses described the killer 

as being "crazed by a furry" and "prey to unspeakable exasperations" as he wildly clubbed 

the fleeing crowd of men, women, and children. It was only when a group of nearby 

Frenchmen, "hearing the cries of the victims, seized the madman and disarmed him," 

bringing the violent scene to a close.1  During his interrogation by French physicians 

Alphonse Bertherand and Noël-Eugène Latour, Soliman, described by the doctors as 

                                                
1 Reported in No Author, "Art. 5417: Usage du haschich, ivresse furieuse, responsabilitie," Journal de 
médecine et de chirurgie pratiques Tome 28, 2em Série (1857): 441. 
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"strong and robust, with a rather intelligent physiognomy," stated that he neither 

remembered the attack nor recognized his victims.2 He recalled leaving work at Dely-

Ibrahim earlier that day, smoking kif, eating maadjaun, and drinking wine and anisette 

(liquor made from anise) for several hours at a café in Algiers. And he somewhat recalled 

getting into a small altercation with several Jewish patrons at the café.  But, "visibly 

regretful and shedding tears," Soliman again and again professed that he never intended to 

kill anyone and remembered nothing of the fatal attack.3  

 The Criminal Court of Algiers found Soliman guilty of murder in late September 

and sentenced him to five years’ imprisonment. Following the recommendation of medical 

experts, Bertherand and Latour, the Court ruled that while Soliman's hashish use "certainly 

disturbed his intellectual and moral faculties," he nonetheless must be held responsible for 

his crimes because he consciously targeted Jewish Algerians to avenge his earlier quarrel 

at the café.4 Moreover, during the trial a witness came forward claiming that Soliman, 

while fasting and sober during his journey from work that morning, stated that "if they gave 

me 50 Jews, I gladly would thump them all."5 The Court found convincing the notion that 

Soliman's innate hatred for Jews was exacerbated by hashish, and the medical experts, 

Bertherand and Latour, believed the incident sufficient justification for the immediate 

proscription of hashish and thus called for the complete prohibition of the drug use across 

French Algeria and for stricter regulations for its dissemination as a medicine. By the end 

of the year the Governor-General of Algiers, Jacques-Louis Randon, having read the 

                                                
2 Alphonse Bertherand et Noël-Eugène Latour, “De l’ivresse produite par le kif,”Gazette medicale 
d’Algerie (23 Septembre 1857): 142-144. 
3 Alphonse Bertherand et Noël-Eugène Latour, “De l’ivresse produite par le kif,” 143. 
4 No Author, "Art. 5417: Usage du haschich, ivresse furieuse, responsabilitie," 441. 
5 No Author, "Art. 5417: Usage du haschich, ivresse furieuse, responsabilitie," 441. 
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testimonies and facts of the case, passed an official decree on 16 December 1857 regulating 

the sale and consumption of hashish in Algerian cafés and prohibiting the sale of hashish 

to minors.6 Randon's decree marked the second time during the 19th century that a French 

official passed a law against the use of hashish in North Africa, the first being Jacques-

François "Abdallah" Menou's hashish ban of 8 October 1800 during the ill-fated Egyptian 

Campaign (discussed in Chapter 2). But this time around, instead of an attempt to placate 

the Sunni elites of Egypt in an effort to establish an integrationist colonial administration 

(as Menou had attempted), these new proscriptions against hashish in French Algeria were 

justified as efforts to improve the hygiene, morality, and thus civility of France's newest 

colonial subjects.  

 Starting in the early 1840s, an increasing number of military officers, medical 

practitioners, and government officials working in French Algeria published reports of 

wide-spread hashish consumption in all three provinces, blaming the intoxicant for 

unhygienic living conditions and high rates of insanity, sexual deviancy, and criminality 

among the native Muslim population. While physicians back in Paris and throughout the 

West were praising hashish as a "heroic remedy" and possible homeopathic cure for cholera, 

the plague, and insanity, and while a Romantic sub-culture of hashish consumption gained 

infamy and traction around Moreau's Clubs des Hachichins at the Hôtel Pimodan, French 

                                                
6 Records for the Gouvernment générale de l'Algérie from August 1857 through February 1860 are mostly 
missing in the Archives de France de l'Outre Mère (ANOM) in Aix-en-Provence; therefore, I have been 
forced to reconstruct the trial of Soliman-El-Mohammad and resulting decree against hashish in Algeria 
from the correspondence of the Bureau d'Arabe, Subdivision Alger (ANOM, GGA 10 II/50) and 
contemporary newspapers and journals published by French medical experts and journalists covering the 
events in both Algeria and in metropolitan France. The most complete description of the decree passed by 
Randon that I have found is in Émile-Louis Bertherand, "Le kif  d'Algérie au point de vue de la 
consommation, de l'influence sur la santé, et de la règlementation adminsitrative," Journal d'Hygiène (29 
June 1880): 6-8. 
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military physicians across the Mediterranean, such as Jean-Louis-Geneviève Guyon (Chief 

Surgeon of the Armée d'Afrique during the 1840s) and Julien Larue du Barry (pharmacist 

and surgeon with Ambulance service of the Armée), saw in the intoxicant the source of 

"indolence, apathy, gross inclinations, [and] frenzied and filthy passions" they believed to 

be plaguing Muslim Arabs and thus threatening the viability of France's newest colony in 

Algeria.7  

 As this chapter will show, as the French solidified their formal colonial control over 

Algeria during the second half of the 19th century, hashish consumption among the 

colony's Muslim population, and especially in the cities of Algiers and Constantine, 

increasingly became for French colonial authorities a serious issue of public health and 

social order. Throughout the Second Empire (1852-1870) and into the Third Republic 

(1870-1941), colonial physicians and officials routinely employed orientalized ideas about 

hashish consumption, built around Silvestre de Sacy's Assassin's myth, to paint the Muslim 

indigènes as barbaric and dangerous and to fuel calls for the prohibition of the drug across 

the colony. The abovementioned case of Soliman-ben-Mohammed marked a turning point 

in the history of hashish in 19th century France, concretizing myths and misconceptions 

about hashish cultivated in France's imperial imaginary for over a century in a 

contemporary example of an Algerian Hachichin, a Muslim assassin driven to murder by 

the intoxication of hashish and fanaticism of Islam. And by the 1870s this case and other 

sensationalized reports of Algerian hachichin were employed by public health officials 

                                                
7 Quotation from Julien Larue du Barry, "Note sur l'usage du chanvre en Algerie," Journal de chimie 
médicale 1 (1845): 32.  
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both in Algeria and in Paris to scientifically explain the "Oriental disposition to insanity 

and violence" and to later help justify the formalization of the Codes de l'Indigènat in 1874.  

 

"Cannabis Algérien—A species particular to the Orient" 

 The formal military conquest of Algeria by the French lasted nearly 50 years (1830-

1870), a half century that also saw three revolutions and five regime changes back in Paris. 

Even as the country shifted back and forth (and again) between monarchy and republic 

between 1830 and 1870, there remained a steady push across the successive Post-

Revolutionary governments of the 19th century to establish an Algérie française, a settler 

colony in North Africa that would serve as a staging ground for continued territorial 

acquisition along the southern Mediterranean coastline and into the heart of Africa.  

 Initiated by Charles X in his final days of power, the invasion of Ottoman-

controlled Algeria in June of 1830 marked the second time that century the France 

attempted to establish a permanent colony in North Africa. 8  As during the Egyptian 

Campaign three decades before, the French enjoyed early victories and suffered limited 

casualties in the opening conflicts. By the third week the French Armée d'Afrique of 37,000 

defeated an Ottoman force of 35,000, and after the Sultan refused to send reinforcements 

the French were largely unfettered in their takeover of Algiers. As historian Benjamin 

                                                
8 For more on France's conquest of Algeria and creation of French Algeria during the 19th century, see 
David Prochaska, Making Algeria French: Colonialism in Bone, 1870-1920  (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990); Benjamin Stora, Algeria, 1830-2000, trans. Jane Marie Todd (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2004); Todd Shepard, The Invention of Decolonization: The Algerian War and the 
Remaking of France (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2006); Benjamin Claude Brower, A Desert 
Named Peace: The Violence of France's Empire in Algeria (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009); 
Martin Evans, Algeria: France’s Undeclared War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012); Jennifer E. 
Sessions, By Sword and Plow: France and the Conquest of Algeria (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
2015). 



 235 

Claude Brower detailed in his excellent study, A Desert Named Peace: The Violence of 

France's Empire in Algeria (2009) the French employed high degrees of violence and 

destruction from the outset to build their military fiefdom in Algeria. French "practices of 

total conquest" included the destruction of 425 buildings in Algiers by 1831 and the forced 

conversion of mosques into churches, such as the popular Ketchaoua Mosque in central 

Algiers on 18 December 1832, which was later renamed the Cathedral of St. Philippe and 

used as such by French Catholic colons until 1962.9 This mass violence, destruction, and 

theft wrought by French conquest forced nearly two-thirds of the city’s native population 

to flee, dropping it from 30,000 to 12,000 by 1834.10 Using Algiers as a colonial foothold, 

the French expanded their military occupation eastward toward Constantine, finally 

capturing the city in 1837, and thus began laying a firm foundation for their settler colony 

across the North African country. 

 In response to France's brutal takeover of the city of Algiers and continued 

expansion of their military occupation toward Constantine, Algerians soon organized 

armed resistance throughout the besieged country, the most substantial force forming in 

1832 in Oran around Sufi leader, Abed el-Kader. Leading a multi-tribal band of Algerian 

Arabs and Berbers at times 150,000 in number, el-Kader, originally a Sufi scholar, offered 

the French continued armed opposition well into the 1840s.  Despite brief ceasefires in 

1834 and 1837-1839, during which el-Kader operated an independent Islamic state out of 

the city of Tagdemt that far exceeded the coastal French colony in size and population, the 

                                                
9 Benjamin Claude Brower, A Desert Named Peace, 15. Also discussed in Martin Evans, Algeria: France’s 
Undeclared War, 9. 
10 Martin Evans, Algeria: France’s Undeclared War, 10.  
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Sufi-led counterinsurgency prompted the French to promote the ruthless Thomas Robert 

Bugeaud to the position of Governor-General of the colony in December 1840, giving him 

carte blanche to brutally suppress the forces of el-Kader and make safe Algerian land for 

French settlement.11  As scholars Martin Evans and John Phillips detailed in their study, 

Algeria: Anger of the Dispossessed (2007), "Bugeaud was utterly relentless in the pursuit 

of victory" over el-Kader and all other anti-imperial jihadists.12 While giving a report on 

the progress of colonization in Algeria to the National Assembly in Paris in 1840, he stated 

that "Wherever there is fresh water and fertile land, there one must locate colons [colonizers] 

without concerning oneself to whom these lands belong."13 The inhumane tactics of (after 

1843) Marshall Bugeaud—tactics that included, for example, mass summary executions, 

razzias (swift, brutal raids), and in one savage moment the asphyxiation of over 800 Arab 

men, women, and children in the caves of the Dahra mountains in 184214—led to the defeat 

of el-Kader by 1847 and helped pave the way for the formal inclusion of the three 

départements of French Algeria the following year. 

 It was during these early decades of France's military conquest of Algeria that 

officers, doctors and pharmacists attached to the French Armée d'Afrique began to publish 

reports of hashish, kif, and maadjaun consumption among Algeria's native Muslim 

population, presenting the intoxicant as source of Oriental deviancy, barbarism, and 

                                                
11 Jennifer E. Sessions, By Sword and Plow,13-18. 
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resistance to civilization.  For example, in 1840, while French physicians Louis Aubert-

Roche and Antoine Clot-Bey published reports extolling the virtues of hashish as a cure 

for plague in Egypt, numerous military officers and physicians working to expand French 

territory over 3200km to the west in Algeria held an opposing opinion of the intoxicant, 

viewing it not as a medical cure but as a dangerous poison and threat to the body politic of 

the Empire.15 Even early critics of the French invasion of Algiers, for example artillery 

captain Louis-Joseph-Ferdinand Waslin-Esterhazy (1807-1857), described the intoxicant 

as the source of "disorderly intoxication" and "violent delirium" among Muslim 

Algerians.16 Walsin-Esterhazy, who gained great fame during the Crimean War (1853-

1856) and whose son committed the act of espionage infamously blamed by the French 

military on Alfred Dreyfus in 1894, first arrived in Algeria in 1832 as a lieutenant and 

slowly worked his way up to Squadron Leader of the Indigenous Cavalry Crops by 1842.17 

Along the way in 1840, Walsin-Esterhazy published an historical account of Ottoman-

controlled Algeria to support his belief that the French military, ignorant of the "fatalism 

and despotism" at the heart of the Arabo-Islamic world, was pursuing a futile strategy in 

Algeria because the men in charge failed to truly understand the political, economic, and 

socio-cultural norms under Ottoman rule. 18  Throughout his book, entitled  De la 

                                                
15 Antoine Clot-Bey, De la Pest observée en Égypte 2 vols. (Paris: Fortin: Masson et Cie; 1840), 122-124; 
Louis Aubert-Roche, De la peste ou typhus d'Orient: Documens et observations recueillis pendant les 
années 1834 à 1838, en Egypte, en Arabie, sur la Mer Rouge, en Abyssinie à Smyrne et à Constantinople 
(Paris: Just Rouvier, 1840). 
16 L.J.F. Walsin-Esterhazy, De la domination turque dans l'ancienne régence d'Alger (Paris: Libraire de 
Charles Gosselin, 1840), 208. 
17 For a concise biography of L. Walsin-Esterhazy, see Saddek Benkada, "La création de Médine Jdida, 
Oran (1845): un example de la politique coloniale de regrupement urbain," Insaniyat / إنسانیات [En ligne], 
5 | 1998, mis en ligne le 31 mai 2013, consulté le 05 février 2018. URL : 
http://journals.openedition.org/insaniyat/11866 ; DOI : 10.4000/insaniyat.11866  
18 L. Walsin-Esterhazy, De la domination turque dans l'ancienne régence d'Alger, 2. 
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domination turque dans l'ancienne régence d'Alger, Walsin-Esterhazy took the French 

military occupation to task, criticizing its use of excessive violence and destruction and 

complete incomprehension of existing political and economic systems in Muslim Algeria 

(namely native systems of taxation and land ownership), knowledge of which he deemed 

imperative to any viable transition of power. In perhaps one of the earliest incantations of 

the French "mission civilisatrice," Walsin-Esterhazy wrote: 

 The ignorant peoples to whom we have addressed ourselves have not 
 understood us. Anarchy has replaced from the beginning the order and 
 regularity which reigned before us; instead of submission we have only the 
 spirit of license and rebellion; in wanting peace, we have given birth to 
 war...We believe that a great nation must have a great idea for it to spend a 
 portion of its activity and energy on it, and we have united with those who 
 see in our world a noble and generous mission, a providential mission 
 perhaps: we come to bring them the fruit of our studies and our work, well 
 convinced that to arrive at the conquest of the country, the pacification, the 
 civilization of the country, it is necessary to begin with the study of that 
 country.19 
 
Throughout his study Walsin-Esterhazy interestingly mixed ideas of cultural relativism, 

which often expressed sincere respect and concern for traditional Algerian practices, with 

Orientalized notions of the Arabo-Muslim character as innately "ignorant" and "barbaric." 

He argued that because the French completely dismantled the Ottoman regency in Algeria 

and attempted to replace it with systems of taxation and land ownership wholly foreign to 

Algerian Muslims, they missed an opportunity to use existing structures to their advantage. 

Walsin-Esterhazy calls this missed opportunity a "great fault" and an "impolite and 

unreflective act" unbefitting the French nation, a "civilizer struggling against barbarism."20 

                                                
19 L. Walsin-Esterhazy, De la domination turque dans l'ancienne régence d'Alger, 3-4. 
20 L. Walsin-Esterhazy, De la domination turque dans l'ancienne régence d'Alger, 4. 
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 However, despite his critiques of France's early attempts to civilize Algeria and his 

appreciation for certain native Algerian practices, Walsin-Esterhazy also simultaneously 

believed in the historically-produced inferiority and incivility of Algeria's Muslim 

population. The central thesis of his historical investigation was that Algerians, brutalized 

by centuries of Ottoman despotism and rendered irrationally fatalistic by Islam, were 

incapable of understanding or appreciating modern French systems of colonial governance 

and the other "fruits of civilization." "The history of the country tells us," he argued, "that 

we will have no real success in Africa except by reorganizing the army to allow us to pass 

from the defensive, which we have kept up to this day, to a vigorous offensive; in short, 

we will only be masters at home when we can make the Arabs tremble in theirs."21 Much 

like Dominique-Octave Mannoni over a century later, who identified the socio-

psychological trauma wrought by the encounter between colonizer and colonized in 

Algeria (what he termed the "colonial situation") but then blamed this trauma not on French 

racism or imperialism but on the assumed mental weakness of the Muslim Arab psyche, 

Walsin-Esterhazy saw the hypocrisy and absurdity of France's colonial strategy in Algeria 

but blamed the supposedly stunted mentality of Algerian's native masses for their inability 

to digest the fruits of French civilization.22 He thus believed that the French had to force 

feed the Algerians much as the Turks had done. "[The Turks] wanted by every possible 

means the submission of their slaves, in order to be able to exploit them; victorious France 

                                                
21 L. Walsin-Esterhazy, De la domination turque dans l'ancienne régence d'Alger, 4. 
22 Dominique-Octave Mannoni, Psychologie de la Colonisation (Paris: Éditions Du Seuil, 1950), translated 
in English by Pamela Powesland as Prospero and Caliban: The Psychology of Colonization (New York: 
Praeger, 1964). The basis of my critique of Mannoni's work comes from Frantz Fanon's critique of 
Mannoni's thesis in Peau Noire, Masques Blancs (Paris: Éditions Du Seuil, 1952), Ch. 4. 
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ought to have demanded the same submission, no longer to rob the vanquished, but to 

regenerate them, to free them after having enlightened them."23 

 Throughout the nearly 300-page study, the artillery captain cum historian painted a 

picture of Algeria replete with images of barbarism, violence and subjugation, stretching 

from the "waves of warrior populations" that "flooded Africa with barbarians from the 

East" after the rise of Islam in the 7th century through the "brutal Berber domination of 

North Africa" between the 11th and 14th centuries to the "audacious piracy of the Turks" 

and the savage reign of their Beys over Algeria's major cities from the early 16th century 

to the arrival of the French in 1830.24 Within this story of brutalization Walsin-Esterhazy 

highlighted hashish consumption, ironically, as a source of Ottoman brutality and 

despotism that he believed allowed the Turks to maintain power in Algeria for so long. For 

example, he recounted a story from Oran in 1808 about a man called Mohammed-

Mekallech, then the acting Ottoman Bey of Oran, who developed a substantial hashish 

addiction and perpetrated numerous atrocities that, according to Walsin-Esterhazy, 

solidified his control and authority over the city.25  After violently quelling an uprising led 

by a marabout general called Ben-Chéri at an el-had (Monday) market in central Oran, and 

then leaving "the bleached bones of more than six hundred corpses" from the defeat in the 

streets for months as a warning, Mohammed-Mekallech, "having no one left to fight, 

allowed himself to be corrupted by idleness and the calm of peace."26 "An unscrupulous 

Muslim," Walsin-Esterhazy wrote of the Bey,  

                                                
23 L. Walsin-Esterhazy, De la domination turque dans l'ancienne régence d'Alger, 12-13. 
24 L. Walsin-Esterhazy, De la domination turque dans l'ancienne régence d'Alger, 21, 70, 122. 
25 L. Walsin-Esterhazy, De la domination turque dans l'ancienne régence d'Alger, 205-214. 
26 L. Walsin-Esterhazy, De la domination turque dans l'ancienne régence d'Alger, 207-8. 
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 he began by drinking wine and strong liquors...Soon the liquors were no 
 longer a strong enough stimulant, so he smoked and drank hashish. It 
 provides a disorderly intoxication, in which one is capable of all excesses. 
 Mekallech soon did not shrink from anything: every obstacle had to 
 disappear before his caprices, everything had to yield to his violence. In his 
 delirium, he had the women and girls of the honorable inhabitants of the 
 city snatched from their homes; woe to those who dared to oppose resistance 
 to his will, who dared to murmur against his odious tyranny! Many of the 
 most commendable families of Oran were dishonored in the shameful orgies 
 of the Casbah; several young girls were forcibly taken from their father's 
 house to go to the debauchery of this mad man.27  
 
In a discursive footnote attached to the word "hashish" in the above passage, Walsin-

Esterhazy took the opportunity to warn his readers about the contemporary dangers the 

intoxicant posed French authorities in Algeria. Even though he held up the example of 

Mohammed-Mekallech's hash-fueled atrocities and sexual deviancy as an effective means 

of ruling the country's 3 million brutalized and fatalistic Muslims, he also portrayed hashish 

consumption among this population as the source of their "violent excitements" and 

"annihilation of reason."28 For the author hashish provided a tidy explanation for Oriental 

savagery wherever he looked. Whether the source of the tyrannical despotism and sexual 

deviancy of the Turkish Beys or the cause of mass delirium and violence among the Muslim 

masses, hashish consumption for Walsin-Esterhazy helped explain why Algeria's natives 

were rejecting the fruits of civilization cultivated by French colonialism. 

                                                
27 L. Walsin-Esterhazy, De la domination turque dans l'ancienne régence d'Alger, 208-9. 
28 The footnote reads: "The smoking habit of hashish. is common among natives, especially among the 
inhabitants of Algiers. Hashish is smoked in small doses in small pipes made for this purpose; it produces a 
violent excitement, which is soon followed by a sort of annihilation of reason. The use of hashish, either in 
powder or drink, ends up making the user cowardly and timid; it even shortens life. The poor Hashish smokers 
of the Maghreb replace the rich Theriakis, the opium drinkers of the East. All these means of artificial 
excitation are proscribed by the Qur'an, which embraces in the same prohibition all that brings excitation to 
the brain." L. Walsin-Esterhazy, De la domination turque dans l'ancienne régence d'Alger, 208. 
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 In addition to the writings of military officers, works produced by physicians and 

pharmacists attached to the French Army of Africa often depicted hashish consumption 

among Algerian natives as a source of immorality, social disorder, and mass resistance to 

French rule. Jean Louis Geneviève Guyon (1794-1870), Chief Surgeon of the Army of 

Africa in the early 1840s, wrote a letter to the Academy of Sciences in Paris (of which he 

was a member) in December of 1841 on the subject of "Hashish, its preparation and uses 

by the Arabs of Algeria and of the Levant."29  Guyon, also at that time an expert in 

epidemiology, had spent much of his adult life treating French troops as they expanded the 

Empire, first in Holland during the tail end of the Napoleonic wars and then in French 

Martinique from 1815 to 1826, where he spent much of his time studying and treating 

yellow fever. Guyon's travels and bravery in the face of the era's deadliest and most feared 

diseases were well known throughout the empire; in one biography (published only 46 

years into his life) Guyon is portrayed as an imperial hero, a French frontiersman who 

courageously and brazenly put himself in great peril to treat French soldiers suffering from 

the plague, cholera, and yellow fever, and to prove his anti-contagionist position 

concerning the outbreak and spread of epidemic diseases.30 Much like Louis Aubert-Roche 

and many other anti-contagionist physicians in France and Europe at that time, Guyon 

believed that epidemic diseases were not contagious and instead resulted from bad air, or 

miasmas, released from the ground and especially in unhygienic and poorly ventilated and 

                                                
29 Guyon, “Du haschis, préparation en usage parmi les Arabes de l’Algérie et du Levant,” Comptes rendus 
hebdomadaires des séances de l'Académie des sciences 14 (1842): 517–518; Guyon, "Haschis ou haschisch 
(Du) [compte-rendu]," Archives Generale de Medecine 14 (1842): 111. 
30 Germain Sarrut et B. Saint-Edme, Biographie de M. Guyon (Jean-Louis-Genevieve). Docteur en 
Medecine, Chirurgien principal des Armees, Officier de la Legion d’Honneur, Chevallier de l’Ordre de 
Charles III, d’Espagne, etc. (Paris: Chez Krabbe, 1841). 



 243 

drained areas.31 And Guyon was willing to risk his life to prove his position. For example, 

in 1831 while in Poland studying the outbreak of cholera in Warsaw and Kolo, Guyon 

famously sported the clothing of a recently deceased cholera patient and then slept an entire 

night in the same patient's bed where he died earlier that day! While we know that Guyon's 

stunt did not put him at any real risk of catching cholera, physicians in the 1830s and 1840s 

were unaware of the true nature of water-borne bacteria and thus were plenty fearful of the 

mysterious outbreak and spread of epidemic diseases, especially considering many 

personally knew colleagues who became infected and died as a result of their work during 

epidemics. As the mid-life biography of Guyon declared, the "heroism" of this pioneer 

physician "deserves all the attention and rewards of the government and people of 

France."32 

 After a brief respite in Paris after returning from the cholera outbreak in Poland, 

Guyon was promoted to the rank of Senior Surgeon (chrurgien principal) of the French 

Army of Africa and hired as a professor at the newly constructed Hôpital d'Instruction 

d'Alger in 1833.  For the rest of the 1830s Guyon continued to grow his reputation as 

colonial doctor and an imperial hero by accompanying French troops on military 

campaigns to capture Constantine in 1836 and 1837, Les Portes de Fer in 1839, and 

Cherchell and Médéa in 1840. Throughout these campaigns to extend French control in 

Algeria, Guyon reported on his adventures and research on the various exotic diseases 

encountered by the conquering French Army of Africa. Guyon impressively was a prolific 

writer and scholar during his years in the North African, publishing dozens of articles in 

                                                
31 See Chapter 4. 
32 Germain Sarrut et B. Saint-Edme, Biographie de M. Guyon, 1. 
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the leading scholarly, military, and legal journals of the day, including Les Annales 

maritimes, La Gazette médicale de Paris, Les Compte rendus des séances de l'Académie 

des Sciences, Le Journal des connaissance médico-légales, and numerous others.33 And in 

several of these publications Guyon focused his attention on hashish consumption in the 

newly occupied territories of eastern Algeria.  

 In 1842 he wrote a short piece for the French Academy of Science in Paris  on the 

use of hashish among Muslim Arabs across Algeria.34 Guyon opened his note on hashish 

with a short description of "Cannabis algérien, a species particular to the Orient," followed 

by stories of hashish consuming cultures in Algeria and former brutal (and ineffective) 

attempts to prohibit that consumption by the Ottoman Empire.35 The careful observer, 

Guyon reported to his readers the various native cultures of hashish consumption, ranging 

from groups of wives in Constantine who daily consumed madjoune  (and often with slaves) 

to socialize, laugh, and "dispel their worries and fears," to formally organized hashish clubs 

who weekly met, smoked hashish and terracotta pipes, and vigorously competed against 

one another in hedgehog hunting competitions.  

 These hedgehogs (or sometimes porcupine) hunts between hashish clubs in Algeria 

were mentioned in several sources penned by members of the French Army in North Africa 

during the 1840s.36  And in most discussions of this custom the French, like Guyon, 

                                                
33 And extensive bibliography of over 100 of Guyon's publications up through 1841 can be found in 
Germain Sarrut et B. Saint-Edme, Biographie de M. Guyon, 68. 
34 Guyon, "Du haschis, préparation en usage parmi les Arabes de l’Algérie et du Levant," Comptes rendus 
hebdomadaires des séances de l'Académie des sciences 14 (1842): 517–518. 
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hunting competitions in French Algeria were also detailed in English-language reports and monographs 



 245 

associated the intoxication of hashish with sexual deviancy, in this case homosexual and 

pedophiliac relationships between members of these hashish clubs and boys. As historian 

Todd Shepard argued in his recent study, Sex, France, and Arab Men (2017) the "erotics 

of Algerian difference" were employed by the French from the beginning of their conquest 

of Algeria and even reappeared after the Algerian War for independence when French 

national legislators highlighted the racial and moral differences between Muslim Algerians 

(who they wanted to prevent from immigrating to the country) and the "civilized" French.37 

This kind of "Orientalized sex talk," as Shepard termed it, is commonplace in early 

portrayals of hashish consumption by Muslim Arabs in French Algeria. For example, after 

describing high instances of hashish-induced madness among Muslim patients in in the 

hospitals of Algiers, which he found "considerable in number and very distressing," Guyon 

recounted how in Constantine the many hashish clubs made a competition of hedgehog and 

porcupine hunting, and "the Hachichins, for this hunt, are organized into a brotherhood to 

which are attached details that I cannot give here."38 Guyon's sense of propriety prevented 

him from giving details about these peculiar bonds of "brotherhood," but one can infer 

from the writings of other French military officers and physicians stationed in Algeria 

during the 1840's that the French viewed these hashish clubs and their porcupine hunts as 

hot-beds of homosexuality and pederasty and thus of markers of Algerian inferiority and 

savagery.  

                                                
throughout the 1840s. See Samual Orchart Beeton, Beeton's Brave tales, bold ballads and travels and 
perils by land and sea (London: Ward, Lock and Tyler, 1872), 536-538. 
37 Todd Shepard, “'Something Notably Erotic': Politics, 'Arab Men,' and the Sexual Revolution in Post-
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Arab Men (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2017). 
38 Guyon, "Haschis ou haschisch (Du)," 112. 
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 A military pharmacist called Julien Larue du Barry who served in Constantine in 

the late 1830s and early 1840s, for example, wrote a short article for the Journal de chimie 

médicale  in 1845 in which he described in much greater detail this, to him, observable 

correlation between hashish consumption and sexual deviancy among members of 

Algeria's hashish clubs engaged in hedgehog and porcupine hunting competitions. 39 

"Hashish-smokers have a platonic love for young boys," Barry reported in 1844. "They 

make a thousand caresses, care for them, and experience an infinite happiness, a kind of 

ecstasy to fix on them their pupils dilated by the narcotic. They search for porcupine meat, 

and preferably eat it with these children."40 While homosexuality and pederasty existed in 

Algerian society at this time (just as it did in France and in many European countries then 

and for centuries before and after), Guyon and Barry linked the culture of hashish 

consumption in Algeria to a sweeping notion of sexual barbarism, further solidifying the 

"erotics of Algerian difference" in the minds of French colonizers. As one French observer 

in Algeria later in the century put it, "European pederasts...hardly exist except as a 

memory."41 But "the Arab," the same author argued, "is an inveterate pederast, even in his 

own country, where women are not lacking...All the travelers writing about morals in 

Arabia and Turkey have commented on this fact."42 From the first decades of France's 

conquest of Algeria, then, French military officers and physicians attached to the Army of 

                                                
39 Julien Laure du Barry, "Note sur l'usage du chanvre en Algerie," Journal de Chimie Médicale, 1 (1845): 
31-34 
40 Julien Laure du Barry, "Note sur l'usage du chanvre en Algerie," 33. 
41 Dr. Jacobus X (L'Art d'Aimer aux Colonies, 1893) quoted in Robert Aldrich, "Homosexuality in the 
French Colonies," in Homosexuality in French History and Culture, eds. Jeffrey Merrick and Michael 
Sibalis (New York: Routledge 2013), 204. 
42 Dr. Jacobus X (L'Art d'Aimer aux Colonies, 1893) quoted in Robert Aldrich, "Homosexuality in the 
French Colonies," 205. 
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Africa routinely codified hashish consumption and cafés where hashish was consumed as 

epicenters of sexual deviancy and savagery among Algeria's Muslim natives. 

  In addition to sexual deviancy, Barry like Guyon linked hashish consumption to 

high instances of lunacy, mendicancy, and physical violence among Algerian natives. In 

the final paragraphs of his article the military pharmacist (then back in France working as 

a professor at the École de pharmacie de Montepellier) reported that hashish smokers in 

Algeria exhibited all sorts of "extraordinary disorders of imagination." In one instance, he 

reported seeing an "Arab" come out of a café, cross the street, and then stop, befuddled and 

"terrified at the sight of a puddle of water." "A little recovered from his fright," Barry 

continued, "he approached the puddle with precaution, took a few steps backward to take 

his flight, and jumped across the puddle; then he looked back and laughed at the feat he 

had just made."43 Though a rather benign event, the point of the anecdote is clear; hashish 

consumption renders the Arab mind irrational, childlike, and and easily mesmerized by a 

mere puddle of water. Barry also reported that hashish so thoroughly dulled the senses and 

reason of Arab Algerians that "it seems, under its influence, their brains have not the faculty 

of transmitting sensations to the muscles. Indeed, a man in this state received bruises, even 

wounds that in a normal state would be dangerous. I saw one," he continued, "putting an 

incandescent coal in his mouth, another seizing a red iron, a third, lying on the coals, 

allowing another to dance on his belly without feeling the least pain."44 In a mere 3 pages 

Barry's article linked hashish consumption among native Algerians to sexual deviancy, 

high rates of insanity, a childlike and irrational mentality, and a propensity for physical 

                                                
43 Julien Laure du Barry, "Note sur l'usage du chanvre en Algerie," 34. 
44 Julien Laure du Barry, "Note sur l'usage du chanvre en Algerie," 34. 
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violence and pain, all portrayed as innate Oriental anti-virtues produced by the intoxication 

of hashish, or as Guyon termed it, "Cannabis algérien." In short, these French military 

physicians of the Armée d'Afrique saw in hashish both the cause and consequence of 

Oriental barbarism among Algeria's Muslim natives.  

 

"The Hachichcin of Algeria:" The Case of Soliman-ben Mohammed  

 

 At the turn into the second half of the Nineteenth century, as revolts reformed then 

rewound politics back in Paris only to replay another era of monarchy after 1852, French 

military control of Algeria continued to expand as the Armée d'Afrique stretched its 

occupation across the Mediterranean coastline and inland to the Tell Atlas, which later 

would serve as the new land for French and European settlers. And as historian Benjamin 

Claude Brower detailed in A Desert Named Peace, the French also set their sights on 

expanding the colony southward into the Sudanese interior; by 1852 the army had brutally 

conquered the key Saharan strongholds of Zaatcha and Laghouat and largely pacified 

rebelling forces for the remainder of the decade.45  As Abbé Jacques Suchet declared at 

Laghouat after the French victory in December, "Soldiers of France...in conquering Algeria, 

this new France." "In pursuing the course of your victories over these proud children of 

Muhammad," the Abbé declared, "you extended Christian domination over the debris of 

Islamism, and even more than your fathers you accomplish here the work of God."46 

 Despite this zeal for the solidification of France's settler colony in Algeria at the 

expense of native lives and land, colonial policies coming out of Paris during the new reign 

                                                
45 Benjamin Claude Brower, A Desert Named Peace, 54-57. 
46 Quoted in Benjamin Claude Brower, A Desert Named Peace, 88. 
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of Emperor Louis-Napoleon III (nephew and heir of Bonaparte) gradually shifted during 

the 1850s and early 1860s toward a policy pursuing the assimilation of Algeria's 3 million 

prominently Muslim natives into a new "royaume arabe" of the French Empire.47 In several 

speeches and letters written toward the end of the decade and into the early 1860s, 

Napoleon III time and again expressed the belief that he was "as much the Emperor of the 

Arabs as I am the Emperor of the French."48 As historian Christina Carroll detailed in her 

article, "Defining 'Empire' under Napoleon III," this shift in colonial policies toward the 

assimilation of Algeria's Muslim Arabs and Berbers sparked outrage among the over 

125,000 French and European colons in Algeria who viewed the forced evacuation of 

native Muslims as necessary for the maintenance and growth of the European settler 

colony.49 Thus, during the middle 1850s through the end of the Second Empire, France's 

Algerian policies suffered from an imperial schizophrenia; on the one hand, Napoleon III, 

much as his uncle had done, hoped to extend France's imperium to include North African 

Muslims, while on the other, the French colons viewed the assimilation or inclusion of 

Muslims as both impossible and unpatriotic.50 

 It was during this era of shifting and conflicting colonial policies in Algeria that 

French settlers, physicians, and colonial administrators increasingly pointed to hashish 
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consumption among native Algerians as a clear marker of Oriental savagery and thus threat 

to the safety and civility of Algérie française. Much like the abovementioned reports of 

military physicians Guyon and Barry from the 1840s era of conquest, physicians and 

officials attached to the expanding French colonial government and newly created civil 

departments of Alger, Oran, and Constantine reported throughout the 1850s that hashish 

consumption explained high rates of insanity and violent criminality among Algerian 

Muslims. Many of these reports pulled heavily from the myths and misconceptions of 

hashish circulating in France and Europe since the late 18th century, and namely the myth 

of the Hachichins authorized and popularized by Antoine-Isaac Silvestre de Sacy in the 

early 1800s.51 For many French settlers working to solidify the Empire's control over 

Algeria's major cities, the country's many Hachichins and hashish clubs , commonly 

referred to by the French as "cafés maures," appeared as a second coming of the mythical 

Assassins of Alamut that (somewhat) terrorized European crusaders during the 12th and 

13th centuries. And, as we shall see, in many instances colonial doctors and officials pulled 

from the Assassin's myth to make sense of hashish consumption among Algeria's Muslim 

natives and, by 1857, to lobby for (and ultimately pass) a legal proscription against the 

drug's recreational use across the colony.  

 In a series of articles in the Parisian political (liberal) and literary newspaper Le 

Constitutionnel in 1851 and 1852, Algerian correspondent Henri Cauvain gave early voice 

to this conflation of myth and reality and entertained metropolitan readers with stories of 

                                                
51 For more on the Assassin's myth and its role in shaping popular and professional opinions of hashish in 
19th century France, see David A. Guba, Jr., "Antoine Isaac Silvestre de Sacy and the Myth of the 
Hachichins: Orientalizing Hashish in 19th century France," Social History of Alcohol and Drugs 30 (2016): 
50-74. Also see Chapter 3. 
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present-day Hachichins in Algeria's major cities. 52  In his first article on the subject, 

Cauvain reported on the construction of French schools and hospitals in Constantine and 

then shifted abruptly to a discussion of a "question most serious that now threatens the 

public health" of the city. In the course of just three months, he reported, "we have had to 

arrest and hospitalize, for the cause of dementia, 11 Muslims, almost all young and from 

good families. They lost their mind as a result of the abuse of hashish." Cuavain then 

reminded his readers that hashish, "as we know, is the same potion which pushed to ecstasy 

and crime the disciples of the Old Man of the Mountain, and derives the word of assassin 

(hachichi)."53 As we saw in the third and fourth chapters, the myth of the hashish-eating 

Assassins served in the 1840s and 1850s as a counterintuitive rationalization for the use of 

hashish as a homeopathic treatment for epidemic diseases, such as the plague and cholera, 

as well as for insanity.54 Either unconvinced by or unaware of this widespread enthusiasm 

for hashish-based medicines then sweeping France and Europe, Cauvain chose instead to 

use the Assassin's myth as a "mode of emplotment," that is, as a largely mythical story of 

tragic barbarism (i.e. the Old Man's hash ruse and campaigns of assassination) that 

explained—historically, religiously, biologically—why Algeria's Muslim natives 
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53 Henry A. Cauvain, "Algérie," Le Consitutionnel N. 251 (7 septembre 1851): 1. 
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exhibited such violent and irrational resistance to the civilizing process.55  "Hashish is 

doubly dangerous," Cauvain warned. "It makes one crazy and arouses fanaticism." To 

thwart the "disastrous evil of the hachichin of Algeria," he concluded, "extremely energetic 

measures must be taken by the colonial administration" to close the over 20 "cafés maures" 

in Constantine that sold the dangerous intoxicant.56  

 The Bureau d'Arabe du Constantinois, in a correspondence to the city's Prefect in 

early April 1852, shared Cauvain's and Boismont's concerns about hashish consumption 

among the city's Muslim population. Les Bureaux Arabes were originally created in 1844 

to facilitate communication between the French military and the indigenous elite of Algeria 

and officially to act as "interpreter of the conquering nation's thought and institutions."57 

Manned by military officers, bureaucrats, some scholars, and native translators and 

organized geographically into cercles (administrative units assigned to particular locations), 

these Arab Affaires divisions spent much of its first two decades in operation attempting 

to convert the nomadic Berber, Arab, and Kabyle tribes of Algeria into sedentary 

communities more conducive to colonial control and taxation. The aforementioned Louis-

Joseph-Ferdinand Walsin-Esterhazy, a member of the Bureau in Oran, played an important 

role in this project to sedentarize Algerians and helped develop hybrid "village indigènes," 

stationary communities built with Oriental architecture and Occidental urban design meant 

                                                
55 Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth Century Europe (Baltimore, MD: 
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56 Henry A. Cauvain, "Algérie," Le Consitutionnel N. 251 (7 septembre 1851): 1. 
57 Xavier Yacono, Les Bureaux Arabes et l'évolution des genres de vie indigène dan l'ouest du Tell algérois 
(Paris: Larose, 1953); Kenneth J. Perkins, Quaids, Captains, and Colons: French Military Administration 
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to initiate the process of conversion from nomadic practices.58 As Patricia Lorcin noted in 

her seminal work Imperial Identities, despite their often sincere concern for indigenous life 

and culture in Algeria, the Bureaux Arabes mostly failed in their efforts to assimilate large 

numbers of Algeria's native population, even after an influx in financing  from Louis-

Napoleon III after 1860. And in the process of attempting to civilize and assimilate 

Algerian's natives, the Bureaux enraged the growing French and European settler 

population who viewed complete segregation as vital for the continued existence of French 

Algeria.59 

 But there was one thing on which the settlers and Bureau often agreed; hashish 

consumption among Algeria's indigenous population posed a serious threat to the colony, 

however one conceived of it. In their correspondence from April 1852 the Bureau in 

Constantine informed the city's prefect that between October 1850 and March 1851, just 

over 4,120 kilos of hashish legally entered the city and were taxed by Bureau authorities.60 

The report, corroborating Cauvain's claims from the abovementioned articles in Le 

Constitutionnel, estimated that 22 "cafés maures" in the city sold hashish and suggested 

that the prefect come to understand that the abuse of this drug by the city's indigenous 

population led to frequent cases of "aliénation mentale" and "fanatcisme."61 In a follow-up 

article in the 4 January 1852 edition of Le Constitutionnel, Cauvain reported to French 

readers that the volume of this hashish trade in the last 3 months of 1851 had risen to 6,500 
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kilos, but "taking mass fraud into account...one can estimate at approximately 10,000 

kilograms the flow of this abominable commodity for the last three months."62 Echoing the 

Bureau's report from just months before, Cauvain demanded that "it is time to put an end 

to this public poisoning, and effective measures must be taken to cut it short." 63  

 In their correspondence from 1851 and 1852, both the Bureau and Cauvain 

employed the Assassin's myth and corresponding association of hashish with Muslim 

violence to explain and denounce the drug's consumption among native Algerians in 

Constantine. The Bureau, which in the 1850s was tasked with collecting taxes and often 

trying and judging legal disputes among the indigenous population, thus both taxed the sale 

of hashish in the city and believed consumption by natives, and especially the "cafés 

maures" where hashish was sold and "lascivious brotherhoods" congregated to get high 

and hunt porcupines, to be serious threats to civil order. Historian Chantal Descrous-Gatin 

noted a similar "duplicitousness" and "irony" in French Indochina, where the colonial 

authorities blamed the "Oriental disposition" of natives for widespread opium addiction 

and simultaneously built and opium monopoly that both supplied the drug and funded a 

substantial portion of French colonial public works in Cochinchina, Annam, and Tonkin 

between the 1880s and 1920s (as high as 31% in 1914).64 Further research in the Archives 

d'outre mer in Aix-en-Provence is needed to determine the exact dimensions of the hashish 

trade and tax revenues generated by the Bureau and colonial prefectures of Algeria on that 
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trade during the early to middle 1850s. But from evidence thus far examined it is clear that 

by 1857, official colonial policy on hashish had shifted abruptly toward prohibition. 

 The event that inspired this rather abrupt shift toward hashish prohibition in French 

Algeria, of course, was the aforementioned case of Soliman-ben-Mohammed, who after 

smoking a large quantity of hashish one Saturday in late August 1857 attacked a crowd of 

Jews in Algiers, injuring seven and killing one.65 The hash-fueled attack made headlines 

throughout Algeria and in Paris. where journalists as well as physicians portrayed the event 

as a clear example of the dangers of both hashish and the Muslim/Oriental temperament.66 

As historian Allan Christelow detailed in Muslim Law Courts and the French Colonial 

State in Algeria (1985), the late 1850s marked a "low point" in the already contentious 

relations between Western Europe and the Islamic world, when international incidents such 

as the Sepoy Mutiny in India (1857), the Jeddah massacre (1858), and the anti-Christian 

attacks in Damascus (1860) "seemed to lend credence to the image of the Muslim as the 

bloodthirsty fanatic.67 French and European settlers in Algeria believed this international 

threat had spread to Algeria, pointing to increased tensions with Sufi rebels along the 

Algerian-Moroccan border, and now the Soliman case as clear signs of jihad on Algérie 

française.  

                                                
65 Soliman-ben-Mohmmad's formal arrest record and charge are listed in the 1857 Amendes of the Buruea 
d'Arabe, Subdivisiion d'Alger, ANOM GGA 10 II/23. The most complete report ofthe events is found in 
Alphonse Bertherand and Émile Latour, "De l'Ivresse Produite par le Kiff," Gazette médicale d'Algérie 2:9 
(23 septembre 1857): 13-16. 
66 No Author, "Art. 5417: Usage du haschich, ivresse furieuse, responsabilitie," Journal de médecine et de 
chirurgie pratiques Tome 28, 2em Série (1857): 441; No Author, "COUR D'ASSISES D'ALGER, 
Audience du 22 septembre, LE HASHICH—Coups et Blessures," Le Constitutionnel 42:272 (30 septembre 
1857), 3. 
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 The case of Soliman-ben-Mohammed thus played an important role in the evolution 

of colonial legal structures and practices in French Algeria, serving as a test-case for the 

Decrees of 1 October 1854, which granted semi-autonomy to sedentarized Muslim qadis 

(judges in small-claims and misdemeanor cases among Muslim indigènes) while firmly 

affixing them to the Bureaux Arabes-controlled cour d'assises, or criminal court, overseen 

by the various cities' Prefectures.68 Both proponents (colonial authorities) and opponents 

(colons) of the 1854 decrees interestingly pointed to the Soliman case as evidence to 

support their opposing colonial ideologies. Colonial authorities led by Governor-General 

Randon (in the imperfect spirit of forced assimilation earlier expressed by Walsin 

Esterhazy) wanted to try and work with native Algerians to gradually eliminate hashish 

consumption via the civilizing process. While settler physicians, led by brothers Alphonse 

and Émile-Louis Bertherand, preferred to cast the problem as an issue of public hygiene 

and safety that threatened the settler population with increasing numbers of hash-crazed 

Muslim criminals, thus demanding their immediate insitutionalization and separation from 

the colonial community.  

 But both parties saw in the case of Soliman-ben-Mohammed reified and verifiable 

proof of the prevailing idea that hashish simultaneously produced and signified the innate 

barbarism of the Arabo-Islamic world. Put another way, Soliman's crime brought to life 

and substantiated the many tropes of the infamous Assassin's myth (i.e. hashish 

intoxication, loss of memory, consciousness, and rational control, assassination and murder, 

                                                
68 For a detailed study of the French and Muslim legal systems in 19th century French Algeria, see Allan 
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 257 

religious fanaticism produced by Islam, etc.). And in almost every article or report 

discussing the event, French physicians, lawyers, and journalists referenced the Assassin's 

myth explicitly and/or emplotted the case's fact pattern within the well-worn story of 

Oriental tragedy.  

 The most comprehensive record of the event and trial, found in a series of articles 

published in the Gazette médicale d"Algérie during late September 1857 by Dr.'s Alphonse 

Bertherand and Noël-Eugène Latour, time and again cast Soliman as an Algerian 

hachichin. 69  A doctor and pharmacist (respectively) with the French army and Civil 

Hospital in Alger, Bertherand and Latour were summoned by the city's cour d'assises 

(criminal court) and Bureau Arabe d'Alger to question Soliman and help "formulate an 

opinion on a complicated case."70  In their report of their encounter with Soliman at the 

recently constructed Prison de Barberousse just blocks from the Marché de la Lyre in the 

haut quartier of Algiers where the attack occurred, the medical practitioners cum 

interrogators had the defendant walk them through the day of the act (Saturday, 22 August 

1857). They noted that while giving his testimony Soliman, a "mulatto" appeared "strong 

and robust, with a rather intelligent physiognomy" and did not exhibit "the ordinary 

attributes of individual addicted to alcohol or narcotics." The defendant recounted how 

around 5:00 AM he finished a night shift at a construction site in Dely-Ibrahim eleven 

kilometers to the north of the city and walked to his home in the northern suburb of 

Bouzaréah, arriving there around 7:00 AM. He then ate his lunch, "meat as usual," went to 
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a "café maure" on the corner of rue Médée and rue de la Lyre and purchased 50 centimes 

(something like $8.00 today) of kiff, and proceeded to smoke the remainder of the morning. 

Around noon he exited the café and visited several pubs, drinking "a bottle of wine, then 

about six glasses of anisette" before returning to the original Moorish café around 1:00PM 

to continue smoking kiff, eating madjoun, and drinking coffee. Soliman remembered then 

becoming overwhelmed with drunkenness and nausea and vomiting inside the café. And it 

was "at that moment I had an altercation with some Jews, who knocked me down," forcing 

the young man out into the street to continue his spree elsewhere. Around 3:00PM Soliman 

returned to his home in Bouzaréah, "took a stick and went down to the Moorish café to 

rejoin my opponents." But from there, he pleaded and swore, "I do not remember what 

happened!" The doctors noted that the defendant clearly "understands the seriousness of 

his position" and from their vantage sincerely "expressed regret by shedding tears." But 

over and over he denied planning the attack or intending to kill anyone.  

 According to one news report, what unfolded along the Marché de la Lyre, a 

popular Casbah (covered market) in the north of Algiers, was "a scene of carnage" as 

Soliman, "prey to unspeakable exasperation," ran into a crowd of Israelites gathered for the 

Sabbath and began clubbing indiscriminately left and right, injuring seven and killing a 

young boy named David Mouchi.71 When forced to face several of his victims at the initial 

arraignment in early September Soliman claimed that he did not know or remember any of 

them, giving greater credence to the idea that his intoxication, especially by hashish, might 

have so infected his moral constitution as to render him insane and thus partially 
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irresponsible for his actions. To gain greater clarity on the newly intersecting issues of 

hashish intoxication and legal culpability, the criminal court hired Bertherand and Latour 

to interview Soliman and from their observations answer three main questions—"1) Can 

the combined intoxicants make a man lose consciousness and the sense of what he is doing? 

2) What is the virtue of kiff and its pernicious influence on the brain and body of man? and 

3) Did Solimen-ben-Mohammed, who had enough presence to mind to distinguish and 

choose his victims, not have the sense of what he was doing by striking, with a wooden 

club, the Jewish persons he met?"72  

 To the first question, Bertherand and Latour responded simply, yes, a bottle of wine, 

six glasses of anisette, coffee, hashish, and madjoun (all consumed within 5-6 hours) "are 

more than enough to produce a very marked drunkenness, especially in a Muslim who is 

not used to drinking [alcohol]."73  To the second question concerning the "pernicious" 

effects of hashish on one's mind and body, the doctors replied that "loss of memory, 

discoloration of the face and languor of the eyes, slimming, mania, madness and finally 

death are the consequences" of prolonged kiff consumption. The authors also pointed to 

the well-known research of Moreau de Tours from 1845 as evidence of the drug's power 

to induce a "partial and furious delirium" in even the casual user, such as Soliman. Moreau's 

other more central claims from 1845, namely that hashish could cure in addition to cause 

insanity, remained unvoiced in their report. And to the final question, Bertherand and 

Latour argued that in their medical opinion the defendant must be held responsible for his 

actions because his intentions of exacting revenge against the initial group of Jewish 
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Algerians were well solidified before he consumed a drop of alcohol or puff of hashish. 

Moreover, it was discovered during the trial that Soliman told a coworker on the walk from 

Dely-Ibrahim the morning of the attack that "if I were given fifty Jews, I would knock them 

all heartily." "These words," Bertherand and Latour wrote, "were an expression of the 

inveterate antipathy and deep contempt of the Muslim for the Jew, rather than a real or 

specific threat." "It is not surprising that Soliman ben Mohammed, in the fixity of his 

resentment...could find by the analogy of the costume and without much effort of memory, 

the Israelites, on whom he felt the need to quell his vengeance." 74  Meaning, while 

Bertherand and Latour accepted that hashish (much like the potion used by the Old Man of 

the Mountain) temporarily annihilated Soliman's free will and memory, his Islam-inspired 

desire for vengeance against Jews was premediated and so strong, so innate,  that the very 

site of a Jewish person instinctively ignited his rage and retaliation through the haze of 

hashish. The Cours d'Assises d'Alger thus found Soliman guilty of murdering an "indigène 

juif" and sentenced him to five years' imprisonment. Bertherand and Latour agreed with 

the sentence, arguing that "as we have seen, hashish can lead one to commit acts dangerous 

to public safety; we thus demand that something be done to prohibit the sale of all 

preparations of Cannabis indica" throughout French Algeria.75  

 Coverage of Soliman's case in Paris informed and likely alarmed metropolitan 

readers of the Le Constitutionnel (then Bonapartist),the Journal des débats (more-or-less 

liberal-leaning daily), and the Journal de médecine et de chirurgie pratiques (a peer-reiew 
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medical journal) with details of the murder and trial throughout September and into 

October of 1857. 76  An uncredited correspondent for Le Constitutionnel provided 

comprehensive coverage of the events from Algiers, giving life to the idea that medieval 

hachichin had returned to North Africa to again threaten the spread of French Empire and 

Western civilization. Soliman's case, the author wrote, was just one example of the "wide-

spread and deplorable use of hemp preparations called kiff, hachich, and tekhouri made and 

consumed by the Orientals of Algeria."77 Echoing the concerns of Cauvain, Guyon, and 

Barry, the article reported that "more than half the natives admitted to the asylum of the 

Algiers civil hospital are hashish smokers and madjaun eaters. And experience has shown 

that almost none return to the community." Soliman's sentence, the author thus reasoned, 

"is not surprising" sets a firm precedent for "consequences of a crime committed under the 

influence of hashish."78 The Journal des débats, pulling largely from an article in L'Akhbar, 

a tri-weekly newspaper covering Algiers' fait divers, described a similarly "tragic scene" 

of Islam-inspired and hash-fueled anti-Semitism. "He paid no attention to the French and 

Spanish women and girls who live in the extremely popular quarter," the journal reported; 

only against indigenous Jews did Soliman direct his blows.79 "We do not understand," the 
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article concluded, "the tolerance" that continues to characterize colonial policies on the 

issue.  

 With pressure growing both in Algiers and Paris, the colonial moved to address the 

issue of hashish consumption in French Algeria, and by the end of 1857 Governor-General 

Randon passed a decree restricting the sale to hashish to minors and increasing surveillance 

of "café maures" where "consumers frequently became overly intoxicated" and threatened 

public order.80 It was hoped that increased police presence around the cafés would deter 

violent behavior in the haut quartiers of Algiers and the colony's other major cities without 

inciting mass resistance to colonial rule. Proud French colons, Alphonse Bertherand and 

his younger brother Émile-Louis viewed the case and resulting sentence and regulations as 

startling half-measures considering the clear dangers posed by the drug in the hands of 

Algerian Muslims. The Brothers Bertherand believed that the colony should at the very 

least limit the sale of hashish to minors, educate the colony's youth about the "serious 

dangers of kiff or hashish as an intoxicant," and close the rowdy cafés maures where 

hachichins gathered, especially those in the city's haut quartier.81 But in the end neither 

Randon's half-measure nor the Bertherands' call more severe restrictions truly materialized 

to reduce the sale and use of hashish in Algiers let alone across the colony. And when 

Louis-Napoleon III in the summer of 1858 dissolved the Governor-General office in 
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Algeria and replaced Randon with his first cousin Napoleon Joseph Charles Paul Bonaparte, 

often called Prince Français, as the new Minister for Algeria and the Colonies, the 

bureaucratic restructuring coupled with growing anticolonial resistance throughout the 

colony in 1859 and 1860 seem to have deprioritized the hashish regulations. A close 

reading of the correspondence between the Bureau Arabe d'Alger and the Ministers of 

Algeria during these two years reveals not a single mention of hashish or hashish-related 

crimes.82 And after just two years of the Ministry struggling to control and administer the 

colony, Louis-Napoleon, heeding the advice of "Arabophile" officers and officials of his 

imperial court (such as general Émile Fleury and Frédéric Lacroix), and restored the office 

of Governor General in December 1860 under Marshal Aimable Pélissier.83  In the shuffle 

of colonial authority Randon's decree went unenforced and hashish consumption continued 

largely uninhibited through the 1860s.84 

 Not only did the Soliman case lead to the creation of laws regulating the sale of 

hashish in French Algeria (however short-lived), but it also helped engender a shift in 

public and professional percpetiosn of the drug back in Paris.  After nearly two decades of 

French physicians publically extolling the medicinal, scientific, and even spiritual virtues 

of hashish, the Parisian overage of the case of Soliman-ben-Mohammad in the fall of 1857 

helped engender a shift in popular and professional opinions of the drug back in France. 
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As discussed in the previous two chapters, from the late 1830s through the early 1850s 

hashish enjoyed a brief but vibrant period of general acceptance among French pharmacists 

and physicians, some (Aubert-Roche, Moreau, Gastinel, de Courtive, etc.) even staking 

their careers on the efficacy of the drug. However, as discussed in the last chapter, hashish 

began to de-medicalize in 1850s France in part due to the inability of chemists to isolate 

and standardize the active ingredient of the drug, which led to a decline in use by physicians, 

and to the fact that the medical philosophies that supported its use were starting to give 

way to a paradigmatic shift toward the germ theory. The news and medico-legal ideas 

coming out of French Algeria in the late 1850s fed into and accelerated this de-

medicalization of hashish beginning to unfold in France. As we know, the Catholic alienist 

Alexandre Brièrre de Boismont was among the first in France to criticize hashish against 

prevailing opinions and to substantiate his critiques in stories of hash-crazed Algerian 

Muslims committing acts of religiously-inspired murder. Boismont reported a story from 

27 May 1850 in the city of Constantine when (allegedly) a hash-crazed Muslim "Arab" 

heard voices in his head demanding the "blood" and "skin" of a Jew as a sacrifice to 

Muhammad, grabbed a young Jewish boy, and tried to throw him in the Rhummel gorge 

that cuts through the city.85 Boismont argued that "there is no doubt that the murderer had 

hallucinations whose cause was obviously the use of hashish...it's use is therefore not as 
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innocent as it has been claimed." 86   With the sensationalized case of Soliman-ben-

Mohammad, Boismont's  early and largely lone warnings of modern-day hachichin 

threatening French civilization appeared sage and the threat of hachichin real.   

 Starting with Soliman's case in late summer of 1857 and extending well into the 

1860s, reports of hash-crazed Muslims committing violent crimes in French Algeria 

appeared with steady frequency, especially in Parisian newspapers and medical peer-

review journals.87  The Journal de chimie médicale, for example, in June 1860 published a 

report from Algiers about an "act of savage violence" committed at the city's Great Mosque 

(Djamaâ el Kebir) by a man called Hammoud-el-Kahouadjii, who owned a café maure on 

rue Philippe and was known for being an avid smoker of hashish. The café owner, rendered 

"furious and insane" by his hashish addiction, entered the mosque from rue de la Marine 

and "rushed upon a young Moor, violently biting him in his face."88 According to the report 

"this madman" then attacked the boy's father before several people intervened, restrained 

him, and brought him to the prison to await his trial for attempted murder. The Journal de 

chimie médicale, which twenty years before published a quite favorable review of French 

physician Louis-Aubert Roche's study and use of hashish as a cure for plague in Egypt, 

viewed the case of Hammoud in Algiers as a clear indication that the intoxicant's career 

                                                
86 Alexandre Brièrre de Boismont, "Un fumeur de haschich," 725. 
87 Notable examples include Benjamin Gastineau, "Odyssées Algériennes: Africains et Européens, Femmes 
enlevées par les Arabes," La Press (5 décembre, 1859): 1-2; No author,"Sur les danger qui résultent de l'usage 
du hachich," Journal de chimie médicale, de pharmacie, et de toxicologie 6:4 (1860): 402-403; L. 
Delasiauve,"Délire singulier dû au hachisch, [ C.R. par E. Isambert]. Gazette Hebd Med Chir 9 (1862): 443-
4; No author, "Chronique," Journal des connaissance médicales pratiques et de pharmacologie 31 (10 janvier 
1864): 141; No author, "Nouvelles du Jour," La Presse (26 août 1863): 2; Émile-Louis Bertherand, "La 
Médecine Légale en Algérie," Gazette médicale d'Algérie 13 (1868): 60-61. 
88 No author,"Sur les danger qui résultent de l'usage du hachich," Journal de chimie médicale, de 
pharmacie, et de toxicologie, 402. The event was also covered in LAkhbar, Journal de l'Algérie (27 mai 
1860); the Journal de débats (12 juillet 1860); and in Émile Auguste Etienne Martin Deschanel, Causeries 
de quinzaine (Paris: M. Lévy, 1861), 162-172. 
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cycle as an accepted pharmaceutical and legal recreational drug had come to an end.89 "It 

is worth recalling, in connection with the facts of this case," the report continued, "that 

there are about fifty natives in Algiers suffering from madness for the same cause." If we 

trust this statistic, the tally of 50 natives suffering from "folie hashishique" in 1860 shows 

a nearly 500% increase from the 11 cases reported by Cauvain in 1851.90 This (at very least) 

perceived increase in the number of hash-crazed Muslims threatening social order in 

French Algeria, an escalation highlighted and amplified by the sensationalized cases of 

Soliman-ben-Mohammad and Hammoud-el-Kahouadjii, pushed the anonymous writer for 

the Journal de chimie officially to change tunes on hashish. "It is therefore advisable," the 

article concluded "to execute some measures against the sale of hashish and madjoun. 

During the rule of the Turks, the conjurers (manipulateurs) and sellers of this plant were 

severely punished. This is one of those wise prohibitions that French civilization can 

borrow with advantage from Ottoman barbarism."91 Echoing the earlier sentiments of the 

aforementioned General Walsin-Esterhazy, who incongruously believed the French should 

employ Oriental barbarism to civilize the Oriental barbarians of Algeria, the writer from 

the Journal de chimie, so convinced by the shocking statistics and stories coming out of 

Algiers, now believed that hashish posed such a threat to French civilization that resorting 

to barbarism to snuff it out was the wisest and more civilized thing the Empire could do.  

                                                
89 No Author, "Note Sur Le Hachisch," Journal de chimie médicale, de pharmacie et de toxicologie, Tome 
7, IIe Série, 1840 (Paris: Bechet Jeuane et Labé): 447-450; For more on "career cycles" see Stephen 
Snelders, Charles Kaplan & Toine Pieters, “On Cannabis, Chloral Hydrate, and Career Cycles of 
Psychotropic Drugs in Medicine,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 80:1 (Spring 2006): 95-114. 
90 Henry A. Cauvain, "Algérie," Le Consitutionnel N. 251 (7 septembre 1851): 1; and "Algérie," Le 
Constitutionnel (4 janvier 1852): 1; further research into the records of the Hôpital Civil d'Alger (FR 
ANOM 2DPPC1-132) as well as the records of the prisons (FR ANOM 93/2Y 1-309) are needed to verify 
these reported statistics.  
91 No author,"Sur les danger qui résultent de l'usage du hachich," Journal de chimie médicale, de 
pharmacie, et de toxicologie, 403-4. 
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  This call to adopt the severe prohibitions against hashish historically (and 

unsystematically) employed by the Ottomans and ruling Sunni elite in North Africa 

between the 13th and 18th centuries appeared with increased frequency in both France and 

French Algeria during the 1860s and into the 1870s.  As discussed in the first chapter, the 

Ottoman Beys and ruling Sunni elite in North Africa for centuries debated and attempted 

to prohibit the sale and consumption of hashish especially among Sufi communities.92 

From the infamous and oft-cited punishment of de-teething imposed on hashish 

consumption in Cairo by the Mameluke King al-Zahir Babr in the 1260s to the Ottoman 

Bey of Constantine, Si Tzakar, who publically executed 4 hashish-smokers in Bône in the 

early 1800s, examples of Ottoman severity and barbarism (which were routinely pointed 

to by both Napoleon I and Napoleon III as moral justification for the expansion of French 

interests in Ottoman-controlled North Africa) became prime examples of effective colonial 

policy and the necessary first steps of France's civilizing mission. Continued reports of 

modern-day hachichin(e)—such as the report in La Presse from 26 August 1863 about a 

woman called Fatma who died in hospital at Constantine after catching fire while smoking 

hashish—coupled with the news of the Ottoman Empire re-instating an empire-wide ban 

on hashish in 1864 mixed into a perfect cocktail of colonial hypocrisy and racialism that 

intoxicated the minds of the French, allowing myths and misconceptions about hashish and 

the Arabo-Islamic world to form the foundation of drug policies in French Algeria and later 

in France itself.93  

                                                
92 The most comprehensive study of the contentious and complex history of hashish in Ottoman controlled 
North Africa is Franz Rosenthal, The Herb; Hashish versus Medieval Muslim Society (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 
1971). 
93 Notable article that applauded Ottoman hashish prohibitions include: No author, "Nouvelles du Jour," La 
Presse (26 août 1863): 2; M. Caffe, "PROHIBITION OFFICELLE DU HASCHISCH," Journal des 
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 In his excellent study of marijuana prohibition in 19th-century Mexico, Home 

Grown: Marijuana and the Origins of Mexico's War on Drugs (2012), historian Isaac 

Campos noted  similar confusion and contradiction at the heart of America's historical fight 

against drug addiction. 94  Campos' research convincingly showed that the traditional 

understanding of America's infamous "war on drugs" as a somewhat recent confrontation 

between the U.S. government and Mexican and South American cartels is mostly 

incomplete and flawed because it ignores the fact that American anti-marijuana sentiment 

and prohibition policies were "home grown," that is, cultivated within Mexico's own socio-

medical and popular discourse during the middle 19th century. Out of this vibrant domestic 

discourse in Mexico (in which marijuana consistently appeared as "quintessentially 

indigenous and putatively dangerous" used by Mexican elite to denigrate the lower classes) 

emerged federal marijuana prohibitions in the late 1880s, some 50 years before similar 

policies appeared in the U.S. As Campos showed, it was from these Mexican anti-

marijuana laws and sentiments that lawmakers in first the southwestern states and later in 

Washington D.C. pulled to formulate early anti-marijuana laws in the U.S during the first 

decades of the 1900s. And while these lawmakers in the U.S. appropriated the anti-

marijuana policies "home grown" in Mexico, they also expropriated home-grown 

                                                
connaissance médicales pratiques (10 janvier 1864): 14; Isaac Dukerley, "Note sur les différences que 
présente avec le chanvre ordinaire la variété de cette espace connue en Algérie sous les noms de "kif" et de 
"tekrouri", Bulletin de la Société Botanique de France 13 (1866): 401-406; Émile-Louis Bertherand, "La 
Médecine Légale en Algérie," Gazette médicale d'Algérie 13 (1868): 60-61; No Author, "Chapitre XXVII: 
Chanvre," Gazette médicale de l'Algérie 18 (1873): 118; Emile-Louis. Bertherand, "A PROPOS DE LA 
PROHIBITION DU HASCHISCH EN TURQUIE," L'Abeille Médicale N. 37 (11 Septembre 1876), 1, 
94 Isaac Campos, Home Grown: Marijuana and the Origins of Mexico's War on Drugs (Chapel Hill, NC: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2012), esp. 203-223. 
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"marijuana lore against Mexican immigrants" used by 19th century Mexican elites to 

"orientalize their own country's lower classes."95  

 We see a strikingly similar dynamic at work in France during the mid-to-late 1800s, 

as the early founders of France's "war on drugs" directed their rhetoric toward the 

dehumanization of dangerous hashish-distributing and hashish-consuming Muslims all the 

while pointing explicitly to a reductive and context-shorn chronicle of Ottoman violence 

against hashish users as an effective playbook for "civilized" anti-drug policy in French 

Algeria. An article from the January 1864 edition of the Journal des connaissances 

médicales pratiques captured well this slippage in calls for anti-hashish laws in French 

Algeria along the same lines as those recently created in Constantinople under Sultan 

Abdul Aziz.96 According to the newly added article 96 of the criminal code in the Ottoman 

capital, Dr. Paul-Louis Ballhazar Caffe wrote, "the distribution of hashish, a toxic 

substance, is prohibited to all except pharmacists, and smoking hashish in cafés is strictly 

prohibited." Reminding the reader of the many "dangers derived from the habit of hashish 

too often revealed," Caffe argued. "It is to be hoped that the French administration draw 

similar attention to the poison of hashish, which decimates the population in Algeria."97  

 

 Conclusion: Conflating Myth with Reality in Hashish 

 Despite the numerous and animated calls during late 1850s and through the 1860s 

for anti-hash regulations in French Algeria based on Ottoman examples, the minor policies 

                                                
95 Isaac Campos, Home Grown, 223. 
96 M. Caffe, "PROHIBITION OFFICELLE DU HASCHISCH," Journal des connaissance médicales 
pratiques (10 janvier 1864): 14. 
97 M. Caffe, "PROHIBITION OFFICELLE DU HASCHISCH," 14. 
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that did pass during this time (e.g. Randon's decree in 1857 and those of the Ottoman Sultan 

in 1864) were lost in the shuffle of regime changes and largely went unenforced by police 

and ignored by the masses well into the 1870s. In a proposal sent to the Société savantes 

in Paris in March of 1880, Émile-Louis Bertherand, physician from Algiers and secretary 

general of the Socitété des sciences physiques naturelles et climatologiques d'Alger, 

bemoaned this state of affairs across the three départements of Algeria, where "hash-crazed 

Muslims" continued to threaten the public safety and hygiene without real consequence.98 

The younger brother of aforementioned Alphonse Bertherand, Émile-Louis estimated that 

the number of café maures and haschichia in Algers alone had grown from a handful  in 

1830, to 21 in 1851, to over  60 in 1880. He estimated that in the previous year (1879) over 

15,000 kilos of kif at the average price of 1 fr. 40 per kilo were sold in the département of 

Algers, and "mostly to the Kabyles, who consume the greatest quantities of the drug, 

fueling their growth in numbers daily."99  

 From the beginning of the Third Republic's turn at attempting to "civilize" French 

Algeria in 1871, which marked the formal end of military occupation and ascendancy of 

the interests and authority of French colons within the colonial government, a renewed 

campaign of anti-French resistance emerged among the 3 million predominantly Muslim 

natives, especially from the Kabyle-Berber communities to the northeast of Algiers.100 The 

extension of civil authority in and sequestration of Beber lands by the new civil authorities, 

widespread famine caused by drought and a locust invasion, and the weakened condition 

                                                
98 Émile-Louis Bertherand, "Le kif  d'Algérie au point de vue de la consommation, de l'influence sur la 
santé, et de la règlementation adminsitrative," Journal d'Hygiène 6:5 (15 avril 1880): 1-4. 
99 Émile-Louis Bertherand, "Le kif  d'Algérie," 1. 
100 Patricia Lorcin, Imperial Identities, 167-216. 
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of the French military after defeat in the Franco-Prussian War together provided the motive 

and opportunity for rebellion among Kabyle-Berber tribes, led by Mohamed El Mokrani.101 

As historian Patricia M.E. Lorcin showed in Imperial Identities: Stereotyping, Prejudice 

and Race in Colonial Algeria (1995), the French in the first decades of their colonial 

conquest of Algeria mythologized the Kabyle Berbers as the good, civilizable North 

Africans compared to the hopelessly barbaric Arabs.102  But when the Kabyle rose in 

defiance of the Third Republic's land reorganization schemes, the French quickly 

disregarded this "myth" of Kabyle assimilability and linked the recent rebellion to hashish 

consumption among the tribes. In a letter to the National Assembly in January of 1870, the 

général commandant of Constantine reported that a "large number of religious orders have 

emerged in Algeria, all of which based on pure Mohometism," and whose "founders 

ordered their followers to use hashish."103 The unnamed commandant then connected the 

anti-imperial resistance of Abd el-Kader (during the 1840s) and Mohamed-el-Mokrani 

(early 1870s) to the infamous activities of the Assassins of Alamut.  "This practice derives 

from those of the Old Man of the Mountain and his followers, known as 'Assassins.' In the 

grip of this delirious intoxication," the commandant wrote, conflating myth with reality, 

"the disciples are capable of anything; the crimes will cost him nothing, as they will open 

to him the doors of paradise. The philosophy of this religious order has borne fruit in the 

new successors." Similar warnings of modern day hachichin terrorizing the Republic's 

                                                
101 Brock William Cutler, "Evoking the State: Environmental Disaster and Colonial Policy in Algeria, 
1840-1870" (Dissertation, University of California, Irvine, 2011); Benjamin Stora, Algeria, 1830-2000: A 
Short History, 6-12. 
102 Patricia Lorcin, Imperial Identities, 1-16. 
103 "Lettre de le général commandant de la province de Constantine, 7 janvier 1871," Journal officiel de la 
République franciase (hereafter JORF) 7:108 (20 avril 1875): 2847. 
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North African départements were voiced in the National Assembly throughout the 1870s, 

echoing the anti-hashish sentiments of colon physicians, such as the Brothers Bertherand, 

and thus further concretizing the criminality of hashish in the minds of French physicians 

and lawmakers across the Empire.104  

 As we have seen throughout the chapter, many of the reports of hashish-induced 

insanity and criminality among Muslims in Algeria penned by French physicians, military 

officers, and colonial administrators between 1840 and 1880 suffered from a conflation of 

myth and reality, that is, they routinely employed the Assassin's myth trope and other 

orientalized perceptions of hashish and the Arabo-Islamic world to make medical and legal 

sense of behaviors and events that likely only tangentially involved rather than revolved 

around hashish consumption. These reports of hash-crazed, sexually deviant, religiously 

fanatical, furiously violent murders emerging in French Algeria portrayed the over-3 

million Muslim "voteless subjects" of France as revivified hachichins, and they thus failed 

to entertain let alone examine deeper contexts or alternative explanations for the crimes. 

For example, why did Bertherand and Latour so firmly connect Soliman's fury and attack 

on Algerian Jews to hashish intoxication and not to the bottle of wine and 6 glasses of 

anisette he also consumed hours before the attack? Blinded by the same civilizational 

dichotomy poetically described by Charles Baudelaire in Les Paradis Artificiels (1860), 

Bertherand and Latour ignored alcohol as a cause and argued instead that Soliman's Arabo-

Muslim heritage rendered him biologically incapable of processing the favored drink of 

                                                
104 Notable mentions in the National Assembly of hashish-fueled insurrection in French Algeria during the 
1870s include "Les consommateurs d'opium et de hashchich," JORF 7:140 (24 mai 1875): 2686; Dr. E. 
Bouchet, "Variétés Philosophiques," 9:218 JORF (10 août 1877): 5715; "Lettre de M. le docteur de Pietra 
sur les résultats d'une enquête faite sur le Kif  ou Haschich, en Algéire," JORF 12:90 (1 avril 1880): 3767. 
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civilization and prone to hash-fueled religious fanaticism.105 And why did the journalists 

of L'Ahkbar and the editors of numerous Parisian medical journals attribute the assault of 

Hammoud-el-Kahouadjii to the fact that he owned a café maure and was known to 

habitually consume hashish when his profession and consumption had never risen concerns 

before. Could the dispute between Hammoud and the father and son at the Grand Mosque 

have stemmed instead from a business, personal, and/or familial quarrel unrelated to 

hashish?  In both cases, and in others discussed throughout the chapter, French observers 

and adjudicators ignored these very real possibilities and instead deployed a mythistory of 

hashish, one recently de-medicalized and thus disconnected from the brief period of 

medical enthusiasm for the drug in Paris and Europe during the late 1830s and 1840s, to 

cast Muslims Algerians who resisted the advance of French civilization as hachichins. 

  

                                                
105 Charles Baudelaire, "Du Vin et du Haschisch," in Ouevres complètes de Charles Baudelaire (Paris: 
Michel Lévy frères, 1869), 355-356. Also see Chapter 5. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
Over the past four decades, an international movement to legalize and medicalize 

marijuana has gradually swept across the Western world. Starting slowly in the 1970s in 

the Netherlands (1976) and New Mexico (1978), this movement to legitimize marijuana 

gained significant momentum around the turn of the century, spreading to 8 other states in 

the U.S. and 3 other European nations by 2004. As of the end of 2017, 29 states in the U.S. 

(as well as Washington D.C) and 18 member nations of the European Union have reformed 

previous prohibition policies and decriminalized and/or medicalized marijuana in their 

jurisdictions. While much of the movement’s impetus came from “grass roots” marijuana 

activists fighting for social and racial justice, the most recent surge in legislative reform 

has been fueled more by venture capitalism and prospective tax revenues. As a recent 

article in Forbes detailed, the global legal and medical marijuana market this year is 

estimated at $7.7bn and projected to exceed $30bn by 2021.1  The lion’s share of this 

expanding global market (around 90%) is located in the United States; the state of Colorado 

alone raked in nearly $200m in tax revenue in 2016 from roughly $1.3bn in total marijuana 

sales.2 

Though a vast majority of legitimate marijuana commerce today is transacted in the 

U.S. and Canada, a growing number of European nations and Israel have loosened their 

                                                
1 Mona Zhang, “The Global Marijuana Market Will Soon Hit $31.4 Billion, But Investors Should Be 
Cautious,” Forbes (7 November 2017) [https://www.forbes.com/sites/monazhang/2017/11/07/global-
marijuana-market-31-billion -investors-cautious/#62998c007297]. 
2 Debra Borchardt, “Marijuana Sales Totaled $6.7 Billion in 2016,” Forbes (3 January 2017): 
https://www.forbes.com /sites/debraborchardt/2017/01/03/marijuana-sales-totaled-6-7-billion-in-
2016/#67a28ca275e3]; Trey Williams, “Marijuana tax revenue hit $200 million in Colorado as sales pass 
$1 billion,” MarketWatch (12 February 2017) [https://www.marketwatch.com/story/marijuana-tax-revenue-
hit-200-million-in-colorado-as-sales-pass-1-billion-2017-02-10].  
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drug proscriptions to better stimulate medical research and, for some, create the 

foundations for the regulation and taxation of recreational marijuana.3 A notable example 

is Israel, which today operates as a second “epicenter” in the seismic shift in medical 

marijuana movement currently sweeping the globe. Since the 1960s Israeli chemists have 

led the world in state-sponsored scientific and medical research on cannabis. This tradition 

began in the 1960s with Raphael Mechoulam at the Hebrew University at Jerusalem, who 

first isolated and synthesized THC in 1963 and thirty years later helped discover the 

endocannabinoid system, a network of neurotransmitters and receptors built into the brain 

that are stimulated by cannabinoids, namely THC. Liberal marijuana policies mixed with 

state-sponsored research in Israel helped grow this scientific tradition into multi-million 

dollar industry projected to reach a billion dollars by 2020.4 

But one nation, historically at the forefront of medical and scientific research and 

generally viewed as having a bohemian and progressive culture, is conspicuously absent 

among the growing list of countries pursuing the decriminalization and medicalization of 

marijuana. Despite having the highest rates of cannabis use in all of the European Union, 

France continues to enforce—against the wishes of a majority of French citizens who 

support reforms—arguably the most repressive laws against the drug in the EU, with 

possession offenses punishable by up to 1 year in prison and a 3750 Euro fine and  

                                                
3 Slovenia, Belgium, Italy, and Ireland are among the most recent and committed participants in this 
European movement. See European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, Cannabis 

legislation in Europe: An overview (Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union,, 2017); 
Yardena Schwartz, “The Holy Land of Medical Marijuana: How a country the size of New Jersey became 
the epicenter of medical marijuana,” U.S. News (11 April 2017) [https://www.usnews.com/news/best-
countries/articles/2017-04-11/israel-is-a-global-leader-in- marijuana-research]. 
4 Yardena Schwartz, “How the Booming Israeli Weed Industry is Changing American Pot,” Rolling Stone 

(24 August 2017) [http://www.rollingstone.com/culture/features/how-booming-israeli-weed-industry-is- 
changing-american-pot-w499117]. 
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trafficking and cultivation offenses by up to a 10 year sentence and 75,000 Euro fine.5 

Moreover, the French politicians who crafted these laws in the wake of student protests in 

1968-9 built them around the centuries-old and scientifically verified “fact” that cannabis 

is an Oriental intoxicant that transforms Western youths into violent maniacs. The resulting 

Droit de la Drogue passed in December of 1970, which still structures French drug laws 

today, thus blamed the nation’s cannabis problem on “undesirable foreigners” and “persons 

who travel excessively to the Middle or Far Orient.”6 One of the key authors of the laws, 

Socialist deputy René Chazelle,  reminded the National Assembly that the word “assassin” 

shared an etymology with the word “hashish,” both deriving from the name of an ancient 

cult of cannabis-smoking murderers in the Islamic world, the Hachichins. Pointing to the 

recent student protests of ‘68 and spike in drug-related arrests (and especially hashish-

related arrests), Chazelle warned his audience: “This filiation of drugs and crime is not 

simply assonance, it is today a reality.”7 

                                                
5 According to a 2016 study by the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, 11% of all 
French citizens ages 15-64, some 700,000 people, regularly (and illegally) consume cannabis. A 2014 
World Health Organization study of cannabis use among 15-year olds in Europe, Israel and North America 
likewise revealed that France had the highest percentage of consumption (15%) among 42 nations polled on 
both sides of the Atlantic. And a 2016 Ipsos poll revealed that 80% of French citizens believe current drugs 
laws in France are ineffective, and 52% support some level of decriminalization. See Cecilia Rodriguez, 
“Marijuana Legalization in Europe: Is France Next?” Forbes (January 6, 2017) 
[https://www.forbes.com/sites/ceciliarodriguez/2017/01/06/marijuana-legalization- 
in-europe-is-france-next/#47596c94c96e Trafficking penalties are located in Penal Code, arts. 222.34--
222.39; see http://www.emcdda.europa.eu/topics/law/penalties-at-a-glance]; 5“Prevalence of Drug Use in 
Europe - 2016,” European Monitoring Center for Drugs and Drug Addiction: 
[http://www.emcdda.europa.eu/countries/prevalence-maps]; “France tops teen cannabis use survey: WHO,” 
France 24 (March 15, 2016): [http://www.france24.com/en/20160315-france-highest-rate-cannabis-use-
teens-who-report-drugs] ; “Growing up Unequal: Gender and Socioeconomic Differences in Young 
People’s Health and Well-Being, Part II, Chapter 5” WHO 2013/14 study: 
[http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0016/303451/HSBC-No.7-Growing-up- 
unequal-Part2-Chapter5.pdf?ua=1].  
6
Journal Officiel de la République Française: Débat Parlementaire – Assemblée Nationale, Compte Rendu 

des Séances (Hereafter JORF) 63 (Vendredi 24 Octobre 1969): 2935. 
7 JORF 63 (Paris: 24 Octobre 1969), 2945 
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Throughout these discussions on the 1970 Drug Law, Chazelle and numerous 

others within the French National Assembly drew from a centuries’-old “Orientalist” motif 

firmly embedded in France’s imperial past to make sense of domestic youth rebellion and 

drug use in the late 1960s. And in December of 1970, the French Assembly concretized 

this racialized imagining of the nation’s drug and youth problems in French legal codes. 

The final version of the Droit de la Drogue, officially known as Public Health Article L. 

627, hardened penalties and lengthened jail time for drug trafficking and gave police forces 

unprecedented power to suspend basic civil liberties in the pursuit of suspected drug 

traffickers and distributors. Under the same law, those convicted of drug possession or 

public intoxication were deemed victims of addiction and required to undergo 

rehabilitation treatment supervised by state-regulated medical institutions or suffer 

criminal prosecution. In short, the law vilified drug traffickers (depicted as hashish-pushing 

Arab assassins) and victimized drug users (deemed passive addicts in need of state-

supervised medical treatment). And as a 2009 study conducted by the Open Society Justice 

Initiative and the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS) revealed, France’s 

current war on drugs disproportionately targets the nation’s Arab and Muslim minority 

communities, believed by legislators and police to be the primary traffickers and 

distributors of illegal substances in the Fifth Republic. 8  While the current French 

                                                
8 The study concluded that “black” and “Arab” Parisians were respectively six and eight times more likely 
to be arrested for marijuana possession than their white counterparts. See Sihem Souid, “La guerre aux 
drogues, une guerre contre les minorités ethniques?” Le Point (July 11 2014) [http://www.lepoint.fr/invites-
du-point/sihem-souid/la-guerre-aux-drogues-une-guerre-contre-les-minorites-ethniques-07-11-2014-
1879530_421.php]; and Kim Hullot-Guiot and Cécile Bourgneuf, “La lute contre les drogues, une <<guerre 
raciale>>?” Libération (15 avril 2015) [http://www.liberation.fr/societe/2015 /04/15/ la-lutte-contre-les-
drogues-une-guerre- raciale_1240975]; Fabrice Olivet, Samuel Roberts, Jean-Maxence Granier, Virgil 
Blanc, et Marie Jauffert-Roustide, "Guerre à la drogue, guerre raciale?" Esprit (Février 2017): 85-93. 
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government and its new president, Emmanuel Macron, have indicated their intentions to 

reform marijuana policies in France, his administration has been slow to offer any 

substantial changes and has proposed no explicit plan to replace the prohibition system 

outlined by the 1970 proscriptions.9  

This reluctance to reform cannabis laws and concede ground in France to the global 

medicalization and legalization movements currently sweeping the United States and other 

European nations has stymied medical marijuana research and legislation in recent decades 

that could deliver effective medicines to ailing French citizens. As of the end of 2016, only 

a handful of cannabis-based medications were available on the French market, including 

Marinol, Kanavape, and Sativex.10 But the story of Sativex, a cannabis-based oromucosal 

spray designed to treat spasticity disorders in muscular dystrophy patients, is illustrative of 

the general reluctance of French politicians to reverse two centuries of drug-related 

demagoguery at the policy level. Though approved by the French Ministry of Health in 

2014, Sativex has remained out of French pharmacies due to a pricing dispute between the 

French government and the medicine’s creators, the British-owned GW Pharmaceuticals.11 

In a recent interview in Le Parisien, Senator Esther Benbassa (EELV) argued that this 

reluctance comes entirely from politicians and constituencies who are “too conservative. 

Today,” she continued, "sick people have to go to other countries to get Sativex. The 

                                                
9 Mickael Deneux, “La legalization du cannabis peut faire augmenter la consummation,” Le Figaro (6 
octobre 2017); Vincent Coquaz, “On a (enfin) compris ce que veut Emmanuel Macron sur le cannabis,” 
Liberation (21 fevrier 2017); Francois Beguin, “Cannabis: un debat de champagne inedit,” Le Monde (4 
avril 2017). 
10Gaspard Glanz, “France’s First Cannabis E-Cigarette is Completely Legal,” Vice (December 16, 2014) 
[https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/kanavape-antonin-cohen-interview-france-cannabis-e- cigarette-legal-
876]. 
11 Lise Loumé, “Cannabis thérapeutique: pourquoi le Sativex n’est-il toujours pas vendu en France?” 
Science et Avenir (Avril 5, 2016) [https://www.sciencesetavenir.fr/sante/cannabis-therapeutique-pourquoi-
le-sativex-n-est-il-toujours- pas-vendu-en-france_30163].  
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legalization of cannabis is not a taboo and should not remain so...Look at the United States, 

they have already gone through some stages of therapeutic cannabis to recreation. We are 

one of the most repressive countries in the world when we are among the biggest consumers. 

This is a problem that needs to be addressed with rational answers." 12 Again, while 

Macron’s administration has proposed some reforms to France’s cannabis restrictions, 

namely decriminalization in major cities, the government is far from proffering complete 

legalization or dismantling the logic and foundations of the 1970 drug laws. Thus for the 

foreseeable future, racialized taboos will continue to drive French anti-drug policies and 

further prevent effective cannabis-based medicines from reaching French patients. 

This current reluctance to reform cannabis prohibitions and corresponding dearth 

of scientific research into medical marijuana in France today is made all the more curious 

when compared to the ubiquity of cannabis in French medicine during the the middle 

decades of the 19th century. As this dissertation has detailed, during the 1840s and 1850s 

Paris functioned as the epicenter of a global movement to medicalize cannabis, and 

specifically hashish, for the study and treatment of a variety of major diseases ranging from 

cholera and the plague to insanity. Many pharmacists and physicians practicing in France 

and throughout the West then believed that hashish, though a dangerous and exotic 

intoxicant from the Orient, could be tamed by the developing pharmaceutical sciences and 

once refined used by physicians to treat the era’s most frightening and deadly ailments. As 

we saw in the third and fourth chapters, between 1840 and 1860 dozens of French 

                                                
12 Benjamin Derveaux, “ Paris: une marche pour la dépénalisation du cannabis entre Bastille et 
République,” Le Parisien (29 avril 2017) [http://www.leparisien.fr/paris-75003/paris-iiie-une-marche-
entre-bastille-et-republique-pour-la- depenalisation-du-cannabis-29-04-2017-6902247.php].  
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pharmacists and physicians published over one hundred dissertations, monographs, and 

peer-review articles on the medicinal and scientific benefits of medicalized cannabis. And 

a close examination of these publications reveals that discussions and debates about 

cannabis-based medicines figured prominently in the early professionalization of French 

pharmacy and psychiatry as well as in prominent medical debates of the middle 19th 

century, most notably those concerning the nature and spread of epidemic diseases, the 

treatment of insanity, and the efficacy of homeopathy.  

These publications also reveal that medical ideas about cannabis growing in France 

in the middle 19th century were cross-pollinated by a trans-imperial medical discourse 

stretching from British India through continental Europe to Central and North America. 

Physicians practicing in Calcutta, Leipzig, Nuremberg, Cairo, Milan, Stockholm, Brussels, 

Lyon, London, Edinburgh, Boston, and Utica commented on research coming out of Paris, 

many offering praise for the new Oriental wonder-drug and their own findings from 

personal experiments and medical treatments with the drug.  The domestic and 

international approval for Moreau's findings in Du Haschsch et l'aliénation mentale (1845), 

for example, helped launch a roughly decade and a half of sustained popularity for the drug 

in French and Western medical circles. Dozens of physicians and pharmacists in the United 

States of America, England, and in numerous European states and empires read, reviewed, 

and mostly praised Moreau's work with hashish, many lauding the drug as a "heroic 

remedy" and "gift to Western medicine and the civilized world."13 In the U.S. and the 

                                                
13 Notable positive reviews of Moreau's work in international medical journals include: Robley Dunglison, 
New Remedies (Philadelphia: Lea and Blanchard, 1846), 147-153; "Bibliographical Notice: Moreau on 
Indian Hemp in Mental Alienation," The American Journal of of the Medical Sciences v. 11 (April 1846): 
423-429; "New Remedy for Insanity," The New England Journal of Medicine v. 33 (1845-46): 264; M. 
Brierre de Boismont, "On the Nature of Insanity, and Its Treatment by Irrigation and Prolonged Baths," The 
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Italian and German states especially, pharmacists, doctors, and scientists seized upon these 

new French discoveries, importing and propagating Moreau's psychotomimetic medical 

theories and his racialized perceptions of hashish as an intoxicant whose psychotropic 

profile is reflective of Oriental barbarism. While most today think of the infamous "French 

Connection," the Corsican narco-traffickers who supplied the U.S. with heroin from 

Marseilles during the 1950s and 1960s, when positioning France within the context of the 

global history of intoxicants, it's clear that an original French connection existed over a 

century earlier. But rather than an illicit trade in illegal narcotics, this first French 

connection operated as an entirely legitimate, scientific, and at times commercial enterprise 

that trafficked internationally in the latest medical and ideas and practices.  A vast 

majority of these international publications similarly codified hashish as an “Oriental 

intoxicant” or “Indian medicine” with dangerous psychotropic properties reflective of an 

untamed and savage world. But this racialized typecast of cannabis as a dangerous and 

exotic intoxicant—the same typecast that underpins current prohibitions in France and 21 

of the United States of America today—mostly stimulated research into and use of the drug 

in the West during the 1830s and 1840s, and many practitioners and pharmacists viewed 

                                                
Medico-chirurgical review and journal of practice medicine v. 50 (1846-1847): 281-282; John Forbes, "Dr. 
Moreau's Psychological Studies &c.," British and foreign medical review or, quarterly v. 23 (Jan-April 
1847): 217-230; No Author, "Brunner, Sohn, Ueber die Wirkung, welche verscheidene Substanzen durch 
Berührung auf nervenkranke Persen ausüben," Mitteilungen der Naturforschenden Gesellschat in Bern 
116-120 (April 1848): 64; H. Herausgeber, "Noch etwas über Haschisch (More about 
hashish)," Repertorium für die Pharmacie  Nürnberg 1:87 (1845): 231-237; No Author, "Literariſche 
Notizen aus Frankreich," Blätter für literarische Unterhaltung 1 (1846): 116; Carl Friedrich Flemming, "F. 
Moreau, méd. de l'hospice de Bicêtre, Du Haschisch et de l'aliénation mentale études psychologiques. Paris 
1845," Allgemeine Zeitschrift für Psychiatrie und psychisch-gerichtliche 1:3 (1846): 308-312; No Author, 
"Section für practische Psychiatrie," Verhandlungen der Gesellschaft Deutscher Naturforscher und Aerzte 
1:24 (1847): 174; D.U., "Der Schwefeläther bei Geisteskrankheiten," Allgemeine Zeitschrift für Psychiatrie 

und psychisch-gerichtliche 1:4 (1847): 356-357; No Author, "Recensione al testo di Moreau de Tours del 
1845," Annali Universali di Medicina 117 (1846): 153-159; Andrea Varga, "Lettera sull'haschisch," 
Gazzetta Medica di Milano 6 (giugno 1847): 263-4; Andrea Varga, "Sull'haschisch - Lettera seconda," 
Gazzetta Medica Lonbarda 1:2: 34 (28 agosto 1848): 303-308. 
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cannabis as an important proving ground for the civilizing power of Western medicine. But 

when cannabis-based medications proved ineffective due to misdiagnosis, prescribing 

errors, and inconsistent dosages, the same type-casts that helped fuel the rise of cannabis 

in Western medicine during the 1840s were marshaled by a new generation of doctors in 

the 1860s and 1870s, especially in France, to argue against the efficacy of the drug and to 

support their diagnoses of “hashish poisoning” and “hashish-induced insanity,” particularly 

among the the newly colonized subjects of Asia and North Africa.   

 With the continued expansion of French territory in Algeria in the following 

decades, new generations of physicians working in the colonies increasingly reported 

"hashish-poisoning" and "hashish-induced insanity" among France's colonial citizens.14 

These physicians, notably Dr.'s François Guyon (chief surgeon of the French African 

Army), Joseph Laure du Barry (military pharmacist stationed in Constantine), and Émile-

Louis Bertherand (medical expert in Algiers' criminal court), routinely pointed to habitual 

hashish consumption as a clear indication of the racial inferiority of Algeria's native 

Muslim population. "The Arab people," he wrote in 1855, "are in a state of moral and 

physical degradation...theft and murder plague the moral order, syphilis and mange the 

                                                
14 "M. le docteur GUYON adresse une Notice ayant pour tite: Du Haschis, préparation en usage parmi les 

Arabes de l'Algérie et du Levant,"Comptes rendus debdomadaires des séances de l'Académie des sciences 

(January 1842): 517-518; Joseph Laure du Barry, "Note sur l'usage du chanvre en Algerie," Journal de 

chimie médicale, de pharmacie, et de toxicologie 1 (1845): 31-34; Eugène Daumas et Ausone de Chancel, 
La grand désert, ou Itinéraire d'une caravane du Sahara au pay des Nègres (Paris: N. Chaix, 1848), 397- 
405; H.A. Cauvain, "Algérie," Le Constitutionnel 241 (1851): 1d; Émile-Louis Bertherand and E. Latour, 
"Medecine Legale: De L'Ivresse Produite par le Kif," Gazette médicale de Algérie (1857): 154-56; Jules 
Duval, "Sur le Hachich," Journal de chimie médicale, de pharmacie, et de toxicologie (1857): 755-756; No 
Author, " "SUR LES DANGERS QUI RÉSULTENT DE L'USAGE DU HACHICH," Journal de chimie 

médicale, de pharmacie, et de toxicologie (1860):76-77. 
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material order."15 "The effects produced by the use of Kif are really disastrous," he later 

wrote. 

 The consumption of the Kif [hashish] has grown significantly in Algeria 
 since the conquest. In 1830, there was only one vender of Kif in Algiers; 
 today, there are 60. The proportion is the same in the other important towns 
 of Algeria, and the pernicious influence of Kif is so considerable that in the 
 quarter of Constantine authorities were forced to confine eleven Muslims 
 with dementia caused by the abuse of this strange stimulant... A very high 
 fee or a considerable tax on the matter would be able to stop the evil. I am 
 trying to share this opinion with the Assembly.16 
 
Émile-Louis Bertherand spent the next twenty years working to convince the colonial 

authorities in Algeria and the National Assembly back in Paris that cannabis-based 

intoxicants offered one of the greatest threats to the hygiene and thus moral and social order 

of the French Empire.17 And while he failed to convince them to pass a blanket prohibition 

of hashish during his lifetime, his publications became key pieces of evidence in later 

debates during the 20th century that ultimately led to the creation of anti-cannabis policies 

that remain in effect in France today.18 

 Contemporary French policy makers can learn much from the history of their 

nation's first major encounter with cannabis during the middle Nineteenth century.  For 

starters, the fact that the same Orientalized myths that underpin anti-cannabis laws in 

                                                
15 Bertherand quoted in Ellen J. Arnster, Medicine and the Saints: Science, Islam and the Colonial 

Encounterin Morocco, 1877-1956 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2013), 60-62. 
16 Émile-Louis Bertherand and E. Latour, "Médecine Legale," 154. In addition to the term madjoun, kif 
is/was another common name for hashish in North Africa, and particularly in Algeria. This term is the 
etymological root of the verb "kiffer" in French, which is widely-used as slang meaning "to like something" 
and "to feel good." And the term kiffer and kiffen are also used in contemporary German slang to designate 
a "hashish smoker" and "hashish smoking," respectively.  
17 Émile-Lous Bertherand, "A PROPOS DE LA PROHIBITION DU HASCHISCH EN TURQUIE," 
L'Abeille Médicale N. 37 (11 Septembre 1876): 364-5; C. Guignard, "Le kif Algérie au oint de vue de la 
consommation--de l'influence sur la santé--et de la règlementation adminsitrative," Journal d'Hygiène  6:5 
(15 avril 1880): 181-184. 
18 Antoine Marie, "Note sur la folie hashichiuque (à propos de quelques Arabes aliénés par le haschich)," 
Nouvelle Iconographie de la Salpêtrière 20 (1907): 252-257. 
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France today were used a century earlier to produce and widely circulate hashish-based 

medicines throughout the French empire speaks to their absurdity and the urgent need for 

drug policies in France (and elsewhere) to be unmoored from archaic ideas about hash-

crazed Muslim assassins and reaffixed to realistic and ethical public health initiatives. Not 

only have these myths led to a "guerre raciale à la drogue" in France that disproportionately 

targets the nation’s Arab and Muslim minority communities, believed by legislators and 

the police to be the primary traffickers and distributors of illegal narcotics in the Fifth 

Republic. But they also have stymied the nation's research into medical marijuana, kept 

thousands of patients from receiving effective care, and isolated the French economy from 

the exponentially expanding global cannabis market. And if France were to reform its 

cannabis policies and open up room for medical research and commercialization inside the 

hexagon, perhaps it could again become a global leader in this new medical marijuana 

movement. 
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