
Commentary

Med Cannabis Cannabinoids 2021;4:72–74

The Use of Cannabis for Medical 
Purposes in the Arab World

Bader H. Shirah 

a    Mohammed M. Ahmed 

b

aKing Abdullah International Medical Research Centre/King Saud bin Abdulaziz University for Health Sciences, 
Jeddah, Saudi Arabia; bIbn Sina National College, Jeddah, Saudi Arabia

Received: June 26, 2020
Accepted: August 11, 2020
Published online: December 7, 2020

Bader H. Shirah
King Abdullah International Medical Research Centre/King Saud bin Abdulaziz 
University for Health Sciences, College of Medicine
PO Box 65362, Jeddah 21556 (Saudi Arabia) 
shirah007 @ ksau-hs.edu.sa 

© 2020 The Author(s)
Published by S. Karger AG, Basel

karger@karger.com
www.karger.com/mca

DOI: 10.1159/000510824

Keywords
Cannabis · Medical marijuana · Arab world

Abstract
The legal landscape of cannabis (marijuana) has dramatical-
ly changed over the past few years in several countries 
worldwide. Many patients now have legal access to products 
derived from cannabis. In the Middle East, Lebanon became 
the first Arab country to legalize cannabis for medical and 
industrial use recently in 2020. Other Middle Eastern and 
Arab countries continue to completely ban the use of can-
nabis and products derived from cannabis. This article is a 
call to conduct medical research in the use of cannabis for 
medical purposes to determine the suitability and need for 
this substance in the Arab world. Based on these studies, ev-
idence-based recommendations can be made to the highest 
authorities in the Arab countries for legalization or contin-
ued prohibition. As the international use of cannabis is in-
creasing, the Arab countries may consider legalization of the 
substance to cover the unmet medical need and offer an ad-
ditional treatment option for certain conditions.

© 2020 The Author(s)
Published by S. Karger AG, Basel

Cannabis is a plant that has been grown for centuries. 
It contains chemicals known as cannabinoids. The two 
most widely studied chemicals are tetrahydrocannabinol 
(THC) and cannabidiol (CBD). THC is psychoactive and 
intoxicating, while CBD is mildly psychoactive but not 
intoxicating [1]. Cannabis, also known as medical mari-
juana, has been widely studied worldwide and is gaining 
increasing popularity and acceptance globally [2].

The legal landscape of cannabis (marijuana) has dra-
matically changed over the past few years in several coun-
tries worldwide. Many patients now have legal access to 
products derived from cannabis. These products have 
been studied in a wide range of medical disorders. More 
than 20 countries around the world have legalized the 
medical use of cannabis. In the USA, over 30 states have 
legalized medical use of cannabis, and more than 10 states 
allow for recreational use [3]. In the Middle East, Leba-
non became the first Arab country to legalize cannabis for 
medical and industrial use recently in 2020. Other Middle 
Eastern and Arab countries continue to completely ban 
the use of cannabis and products derived from cannabis 
[4].

Islam forbids the use of illicit drugs since they are high-
ly deleterious. The recreational use of cannabis and any 
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narcotic drug is religiously prohibited in Islam. However, 
it allows the use of some narcotic drugs such as opioids 
(e.g., morphine and tramadol), which are more danger-
ous than cannabis, in some medical conditions, especial-
ly in anesthesia and pain management. The same rule is 
applied for cannabis when used for medical purposes as 
it becomes a legitimate medicine rather than an illicit 
drug. There is no objection to the use of cannabis or can-
nabis-derived substances for medical purposes, provided 
that the treatment and the eventual recovery are depen-
dent on their use and being prescribed by a trustworthy 
physician. The Islam rule says, “Necessity knows no law” 
[5].

Current evidence suggests that cannabis works by in-
teracting with the complex system in the human body 
known as the endocannabinoid system. The diverse and 
powerful effects of cannabis are due to binding with the 
endogenous cannabinoid receptors, which are located in 
the brain, muscles, fat, and gastrointestinal tract. On in-
gestion of a plant that contains THC and CBD, which are 
similar in molecular shape to endocannabinoids, these 
molecules fit into the same receptors and trigger a reac-
tion [6]. The endocannabinoid system can regulate pain, 
mood, emotions, stress response, appetite, digestive mo-
tility, and the immune system [7]. THC is mainly used 
for pain relief, while CBD reduces seizures and inflam-
mation. The conditions that may be improved by canna-
bis include inflammatory bowel disease (IBD), multiple 
sclerosis, neuropathic pain, chemotherapy-related nau-
sea and vomiting, pediatric seizure disorder, and more 
[8].

In the Middle East and Arab countries, there are sev-
eral limitations in this field, including the lack of research 
about the medical use of cannabis, the legal and religious 
ban of its use, and the lack of financial support to conduct 
research about cannabis. More studies are needed to have 
evidence to use cannabis for medical conditions in the 
Arab population. It remains unclear how, why, and what 
characteristics and needs are unique to the Arab world, 
and only more research can answer these questions. Sug-
gested research ideas include cross-sectional studies mea-
suring the perception of both the physicians and the gen-
eral population toward the use of cannabis for medical 
purposes, review articles on the medical uses and impor-
tance of cannabis to cover the unmet needs, and clinical 
trials to examine the benefits of cannabis in selected med-
ical conditions. Other research ideas and types of studies 
can also be performed, such as reverse-translation studies 
(bedside-to-benchtop research), which begin with actual, 
real-life patient experiences in the clinic, or during a clin-

ical trial, and works backward to uncover the mechanistic 
basis. In addition, comparative studies may also be an at-
tractive option (i.e., IBD, which also occurs in veterinary 
patients like colic in horses and IBD in pets). Conducting 
such research is extremely important as an initial step to-
ward the possible legalization of medicinal/clinical/re-
search use of cannabis in the Arab world. Having robust 
data generated through high-quality research would sup-
port government funding and further advances in the 
field. This is especially important to determine why can-
nabis is important specifically to Arab countries and if 
there are diseases in Arab countries with high prevalence 
and incidence rate that novel research in cannabinoids 
may address.

In conclusion, this article is a call to conduct medical 
research in the use of cannabis for medical purposes to 
determine the suitability and need for this substance in 
the Arab world. Based on these studies, evidence-based 
recommendations can be made to the highest authori-
ties in the Arab countries for legalization or continued 
prohibition. As the international use of cannabis is in-
creasing, the Arab countries may consider legalization 
of the substance to cover the unmet medical need and 
offer an additional treatment option for certain condi-
tions.
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