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Introduction 

Drug and alcohol use in adolescence is often a popular topic in media stories and               
pop culture but, due to the stigma associated with substance use amongst Muslims,             
does not get the same attention in the Muslim community. Furthermore, this topic             
remains understudied due to under-reporting, as well as a perceived immunity from            
this issue due to the Islamic prohibition of alcohol and drug use, but can be a                
source of religious doubts, especially in youth. This paper hopes to outline the             
importance of this topic in terms of the impacts of such use, provide a primer to                
parents (and others) on using a gradual approach when discussing this topic with             
teens, and equipping teens with the ability to make the correct decisions.  
 
Adolescence is a critical developmental stage during which the body undergoes           
various physiological and behavioral changes. The brain is especially going          
through a period of remodeling, which contributes to some of the behavioral            
changes observed in teens such as increased impulsivity, risk-taking, as well as            
greater affiliation with peers, which is further accentuated by the societal norms            
associated with adolescence around independence from parents and identity         
development. All these factors combine to make substance use common in this            1

population: adolescents are more likely to experiment with, and are especially           
vulnerable to, the effects of these drugs. In addition, adolescents are also known to              2

use substances in order to cope with stress and bullying. The prevalence of alcohol              3

1 Linda Patia Spear, “Consequences of Adolescent Use of Alcohol and Other Drugs: Studies Using Rodent Models,” 
Neuroscience and Biobehavioral Reviews ​70 (2016): 228–243, ​https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2016.07.026​; 
Laurence Steinberg, “A Social Neuroscience Perspective on Adolescent Risk-Taking,” Developmental Review 28, 
no. 1 (2008): 78–106, ​https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2007.08.002​; Daniel Romer, “Adolescent Risk Taking, 
Impulsivity, and Brain Development: Implications for Prevention,” Developmental Psychobiology 52, no. 3 (2010): 
263–76, ​https://doi.org/10.1002/dev.20442​; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, ​The 
Promise of Adolescence: Realizing Opportunity for All Youth​ (Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 
2019), ​https://doi.org/10.17226/25388​. 
2 Laurie Chassin, Iris Beltran, Matthew Lee, Moira Haller, and Ian Villalta, “Vulnerability to Substance Use 
Disorders in Childhood and Adolescence,” in ​Vulnerability to Psychopathology: Risk across the Lifespan​, ed. Rick 
E. Ingram and Joseph M. Price (New York: Guilford Press, 2010), 113–40. 
3 Jorge Gaete, Bernardita Tornero, Daniela Valenzuela, Cristian Rojas-Barahona, Christina Salmivalli, Eduardo 
Valenzuela, and Ricardo Araya, “Substance Use among Adolescents Involved in Bullying: A Cross-Sectional 
Multilevel Study,”​ Frontiers in Psychology​ 8 (2017), 1056, ​https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01056​; Angela A. 
Robertson, Xiaohe Xu, andAndrea Stripling, “Adverse Events and Substance Use among Female Adolescent 
Offenders: Effects of Coping and Family Support,” ​Substance Use and Misuse​ 45, no. 3 (2010): 451–72, 
https://doi.org/10.3109/10826080903452512​. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2016.07.026
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2007.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1002/dev.20442
https://doi.org/10.17226/25388
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01056
https://doi.org/10.3109/10826080903452512
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and drug use among adolescents remains problematically high worldwide.         4

Furthermore, there have been recent increases in certain patterns of substance use            
such as vaping (use of hand-held e-cigarette devices) of nicotine and cannabis, as             
well as an opioid epidemic. This has also come in conjunction with changing             5

landscapes around the legal status of drugs such as cannabis, with multiple western             
countries legalizing cannabis either for medicinal or recreational purposes.   6

 
According to the latest “Monitoring the Future” survey, substance use in the            
American population remains high, with more than 20% of grade 12 students            
reporting past 30-day use of alcohol, cannabis, nicotine vaping, and/or illicit drug            
use. Similar trends are also observed in Europe, with nearly 80% reporting having             7

used alcohol in their lifetime; while there have been year-to-year reductions in            
overall use, worrisome trends related to risky cannabis use and vaping present            
concern as well. While the prevalence of substance use in Muslim youth in North              8

America has not been studied extensively, we have some studies that provide us an              
indication of these rates being similar to the national average. For example, in a              9

2001 study based on the 2001 Harvard School of Public Health College Alcohol             
Study database, 47% of American Muslim college students reported alcohol use in            
the past year. In Europe, where the issue has been studied in greater detail, the               10

rates of use amongst Muslim adolescents are higher or lower depending on the             
drug: lower for alcohol, similar for cannabis, and higher for tobacco and sedative             

4 Areej Hassan, Ladislav Csemy, Melissa A. Rappo, and John R. Knight, “Adolescent Substance Abuse around the 
World: An International Perspective, ​Adolescent Medicine: State of the Art Reviews​ 20, no. 3 (2009): 915–ix. 
5 Shahnaza Hamidullah, Hayley H. A. Thorpe, Jude A. Frie, Richard D. Mccurdy, and Jibran Y. Khokhar, 
“Adolescent Substance Use and the Brain: Behavioral, Cognitive and Neural Correlates,” ​Frontiers in Human 
Neuroscience​, August 4, 2020, ​https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2020.00298​. 
6 Rosalie Liccardo Pacula and Rosanna Smart, “Medical Marijuana and Marijuana Legalization,” ​Annual Review of 
Clinical Psychology​ 13 (2017): 397–419, ​https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-clinpsy-032816-045128​. 
7 Lloyd D. Johnston, Richard A, Miech, Patrick M. O’Malley, Jerald G. Bachman, John E. Shulenberg, and Megan 
E. Patrick, “Monitoring the Future National Survey Results on Drug Use 1975–2019: Overview, Key Findings on 
Adolescent Drug Use,” Institute for Social Research, 2020.  
8 ESPAD Group, “ESPAD Report 2019: Results from the European School Survey Project on 
Alcohol and Other Drugs,” EMCDDA Joint Publications, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg,              
2020. 
9 Cynthia L. Arfken, Sameera Ahmed, “Ten Years of Substance Use Research in Muslim Populations: Where Do 
We Go from Here?,” ​Journal of Muslim Mental Health​ 10, no. 1 (2016): 13–24.  
10 Wabiha Abu-Ras, Sameera Ahmed, and Cynthia Arfken, “Alcohol Use among U.S. Muslim College Students: 
Risk and Protective Factors,”​ Journal of Ethnicity in  Substance Abuse​ 9, no. 3 (2010): 206–20, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332640.2010.500921​. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2020.00298
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-clinpsy-032816-045128
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332640.2010.500921
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hypnotics. Others have reported an increase in normalization of cannabis use           11

amongst Pakistani and Bangladeshi youth in the UK. Lastly, even though the data             12

is scarce for substance use rates in the Arab world, The Arab Youth Survey              
recently reported that 57% of the youth surveyed thought that substance use            
amongst young Arabs was on the rise. These changing attitudes, combined with            13

the recent trends in substance use and legalization make this an important topic             
warranting further discussion and concern for our community.  
 

Benefits of prevention 
 
There is immense wisdom in everything that Allah commands, as the shariah seeks             
to maximize benefit to humanity and minimize potential harm. Fitting with this            
theme, the prevention of substance use during adolescence is beneficial in many            
ways. Firstly, 90% of addictions to substances result from drug use before the age              
of 21, with earlier age of initiation being associated with a greater likelihood of              
developing a substance use disorder later in life. We should also remember that             14

prevention could also mitigate some of the other more immediate risks associated            
with adolescent substance use: violence, risky driving (including speeding and          
driving under the influence), risky sexual behaviors, unintended pregnancies,         
infections, and mental health risks such as substance-induced psychosis.         15

Importantly, the Islamic legal maxim of “No Harm Shall Be Inflicted nor            
Reciprocated” promotes the prevention of harm in all its forms, including the            
short-and long-term harms of substance use during adolescence. Lastly, empirical          

11 Melissa van Dorp, Albert Boon, Renske Spijkerman, and Leontien Los, “Substance Use Prevalence Rates among 
Migrant and Native Adolescents in Europe: A Systematic Review,” Drug and Alcohol Review 40, no. 2 (2021): 
325–39, ​https://doi.org/10.1111/dar.13154​. 
12 Lisa Williams, Rob Ralphs, and Paul Gray, “The Normalization of Cannabis Use Among Bangladeshi and 
Pakistani Youth: A New Frontier for the Normalization Thesis?,” Substance Use and Misuse 52, no. 4 (2017): 
413–421, ​https://doi.org/10.1080/10826084.2016.1233565​. 
13 ASDA’A BCW, “A White Paper on the Findings of the 11th Annual ASDA’A BCW Arab Youth Survey 2019,” 
2019, ​https://www.arabyouthsurvey.com/pdf/downloadwhitepaper/download-whitepaper.pdf​. 
14 Leah S. Richmond-Rakerd, Wendy S. Slutske, Phillip K. Wood, “Age of Initiation and Substance Use 
Progression: A Multivariate Latent Growth Analysis,” Psychology of Addictive Behaviors 31, no. 6 (2017): 664–75, 
https://doi.org/10.1037/adb0000304​. 
15 Jai K. Das, Rehana A. Salam, Ahmed Arshad, Yaron Finkelstein, and Zulfiqar A. Bhutta, “Interventions for 
Adolescent Substance Abuse: An Overview of Systematic Reviews,” Journal of Adolescent Health 59, no. 4s 
(2016): S61–s75, ​https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2016.06.021​. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/dar.13154
https://doi.org/10.1080/10826084.2016.1233565
https://www.arabyouthsurvey.com/pdf/downloadwhitepaper/download-whitepaper.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1037/adb0000304
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2016.06.021
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research on the topic has suggested that adolescence is an opportune time for             
prevention-based interventions, and multiple avenues have been found to be          
efficacious in this regard.   16

 

Role of parents 
  
Parents have an immense responsibility in Islam to nurture their children           
physically and emotionally, and to teach them to distinguish right from wrong.            
Allah commands us to play a protective role for our children:  
 

O you who believe, protect yourselves and your ​families​ from a ​Fire​ whose         
fuel is people and stones, overseen by formidable and severe angels, who            
never disobey whatever Allah orders—always doing as commanded.   17

 
This is further emphasized by the saying of the Messenger of Allah صلى الله عليه وسلم saying:  
 

Each of you is a shepherd and each of you is responsible for his flock. The                
amīr (ruler) who is over the people is a shepherd and is responsible for his               
flock; a man is a shepherd in charge of the inhabitants of his household and               
he is responsible for his flock; a woman is a shepherdess in charge of her               
husband’s house and children and she is responsible for them; and a man’s             
slave is a shepherd in charge of his master’s property and he is responsible              
for it. So each of you is a shepherd and each of you is responsible for his                 
flock.  18

 
Building upon this guidance from the Qur’an and Sunnah, parents are an essential             
cornerstone of the Muslim community that ensure the transmission of Islamic           
values, while caring for and fostering faith in subsequent generations. Especially           
when it comes to substance use in adolescence, parents can play an important role              
in either permitting or preventing substance use. Parental permissiveness toward          
drug use was associated with young people being more likely to use alcohol,             

16 Das et al. 
17 Qur’an 66:6. 
18 ​Sunan Abī Dāwūd​, no. 2928. 
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tobacco, and cannabis, whereas parental monitoring had the opposite         19

(preventative) effect. Secondly, in a systematic review of longitudinal studies,          20

delayed alcohol initiation could be predicted by parental modeling, involvement,          
and the quality of the parent-child relationship. Relatedly, since parents are an            21

important source of socialization for children (i.e., children learn to communicate           
as well as behave from their interactions with their parents), communication           
between the parents and adolescents about substance use in the media as well as              
anti-substance use messaging were related to adolescents espousing anti-drug use          
views as well as reduced recent drug and alcohol use. Lastly, a negative             22

parent-child relationship is also associated with a greater risk for adolescent           
alcohol use.   23

 
Modern social science also places considerable emphasis on parenting styles and           
the role they play in the development of adolescent behavior as well as the              
parent-adolescent relationship. The seminal typological division of parenting        24

styles divides them into four types (outlined in Table 1 below) based on             
responsiveness and demandingness: Authoritative parenting is high in        25

responsiveness and demandingness, providing warmth, support, and clearly        
defined rules and discipline; authoritarian parenting is low-responsiveness but         
high-demandingness with arbitrary harsh punishments to gain compliance with no          

19 Elisardo Becoña, Úrsula Martínez, Amador Calafat, José Ramón Fernández-Hermida, Montse Juan, Harry 
Sumnall, Fernando Mendes, and Roman Gabrhelík, “Parental Permissiveness, Control, and Affect and Drug Use 
among Adolescents,” ​Psicothema​ 25, no. 3 (2013): 292–98, ​https://doi.org/10.7334/psicothema2012.294​. 
20 Scott T. Yabiku, Flavio F. Marsiglia, Stephen Kulis, Monica B. Parsai, David Becerra, and Melissa Del-Colle, 
“Parental Monitoring and Changes in Substance Use among Latino/a and non-Latino/a Preadolescents in the 
Southwest,” ​Substance Use and Misuse​ 45, no. 14 (2010): 2524–50, ​https://doi.org/10.3109/10826081003728256​. 
21 Siobhan M. Ryan, Anthony F. Jorm, Dan I. Lubman, “Parenting Factors Associated with Reduced Adolescent 
Alcohol Use: A Systematic Review of Longitudinal Studies,” Australian and New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry 44, 
no. 9 (2010): 774–83, ​https://doi.org/10.1080/00048674.2010.501759​. 
22 YoungJu Shin and Michelle Miller-Day, “A Longitudinal Study of Parental Anti-Substance-Use Socialization for 
Early Adolescents' Substance-Use Behaviors,” ​Communication Monographs​ 84, no. 3 (2017): 277–97, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03637751.2017.1300821​. 
23 Leenke Visser, Andrea F. de Winter, and Sijmen A. Reijneveld, “The Parent-Child Relationship and Adolescent 
Alcohol Use: A Systematic Review of Longitudinal Studies,” ​BMC Public Health​ 12 (2012): 886, 
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-12-886​. 
24 Xinwen Bi, Yiqun Yang, Hailei Li, Meiping Wang, Wenxin Zhang, and Kirby Deater-Deckard, “Parenting Styles 
and Parent–Adolescent Relationships: The Mediating Roles of Behavioral Autonomy and Parental Authority,” 
Frontiers in Psychology​ 9, no. 2187 (2018), ​https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02187​. 
25B aumrind D. The Influence of Parenting Style on Adolescent Competence and Substance Use. The Journal of 
Early Adolescence. 1991;11(1):56-95. doi:10.1177/0272431691111004 

https://doi.org/10.7334/psicothema2012.294
https://doi.org/10.3109/10826081003728256
https://doi.org/10.1080/00048674.2010.501759
https://doi.org/10.1080/03637751.2017.1300821
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-12-886
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02187
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give-and-take or explanation; indulgent parenting is low-demandingness but        
high-responsiveness, with high satisfaction of children’s needs, but no or minimal           
discipline; neglectful parenting is low in both responsiveness and demandingness,          
not providing warmth, nor setting rules for their children. As an example, an             
authoritative parent may ask for an explanation from a teen who wants to stay out               
late, and discuss how to be responsible, whereas an authoritarian parent may set             
rules without space for discussion or consideration for the teen’s need for agency;             
on the other side of the spectrum, an indulgent parent may not have any rules               
related to staying out late, and might choose to remind the teen to have fun instead,                
while a negligent parent may not be aware or concerned about their teen’s             
whereabouts at all. Highest levels of parent-adolescent cohesion are associated          
with authoritative parenting, whereas youth-parent conflict is highest with         
authoritarian and neglectful parents. Authoritative parenting was also the only          26

style that was associated with reduced alcohol drinking after adjusting for proximal            
risk factors; moreover, authoritative parenting was associated with the least risk           27

for substance use.  28

 
Table 1: Parenting styles (as a function of responsiveness and demandingness).  29

26 Bi, X., Yang, Y., Li, H., Wang, M., Zhang, W., & Deater-Deckard, K. (2018). Parenting Styles and 
Parent–Adolescent Relationships: The Mediating Roles of Behavioral Autonomy and Parental Authority. Front 
Psychol, 9(2187). doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02187 
27 Berge, J., Sundell, K., Öjehagen, A., & Håkansson, A. (2016). Role of parenting styles in adolescent substance 
use: results from a Swedish longitudinal cohort study. BMJ open, 6(1), e008979. 
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2015-008979 
28 Calafat, A., García, F., Juan, M., Becoña, E., & Fernández-Hermida, J. R. (2014). Which parenting style is more 
protective against adolescent substance use? Evidence within the European context. Drug and alcohol dependence, 
138, 185-192. doi:10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2014.02.705 
29B aumrind D. The Influence of Parenting Style on Adolescent Competence and Substance Use. The Journal of 
Early Adolescence. 1991;11(1):56-95. doi:10.1177/0272431691111004 
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The other reason parents are important in our modern Muslim context is due to the               
impacts of discrimination and Islamophobia, both of which are risk factors for the             
development of substance use. A recent study of Arab Muslim students from Israel             
showed that greater exposure to community violence victimization was related to           
an increase in the use of alcohol, consistent with a wealth of studies of other               30

youth who face discrimination. However, one of the most important protective           31

factors in the impact of Islamophobia and discrimination on substance use was            
positive parent-child communication, further emphasizing the importance of        32

parental discussion of these topics with their adolescent children. Lastly, beyond           
the evidence outlined here, Islam’s emphasis on respect and obedience for parents            
such as the advice by Luqmān (And we have enjoined on man to be dutiful and                
good to his parents [Qur’an 31:14]) make the parents an appropriate vehicle for             
transmitting this message, as it might be more likely to be met with compliance              
compared to receiving this messaging from others.  
 
The Qur’an presents a model of a healthy parent-child relationship in outlining the             
advice of Luqmān (AS) to his son. Luqman was comprehensive in his advice, and              
focused on teaching his son who Allah was before telling him what Allah             
commanded. He understood that the best way to get his son to adhere to Allah’s               
commands was instilling the love and awe of Allah in his heart. The key lesson is                
that Luqman openly communicated with his son, which sets a Qur’anic example            
for parents to be willing to engage in difficult conversations about problematic            
beliefs and behaviors. This approach is central to the theme of this article:             
establishing a healthy parent-child relationship and fostering a healthy child-Allah          
relationship prior to encouraging them to follow the commandments of Allah, will            
help children abstain from transgressions against Allah’s commands. 
 

30 Eseed, R., & Khoury-Kassabri, M. (2018). Alcohol use among Arab Muslim adolescents: A mediation-moderation 
model of family, peer, and community factors. Am J Orthopsychiatry, 88(1), 88-98. doi:10.1037/ort0000263 
31 Su, J., Kuo, S. I., Derlan, C. L., Hagiwara, N., Guy, M. C., & Dick, D. M. (2020). Racial discrimination and 
alcohol problems among African American young adults: Examining the moderating effects of racial socialization 
by parents and friends. Cultur Divers Ethnic Minor Psychol, 26(2), 260-270. doi:10.1037/cdp0000294 
32 Eseed, R., & Khoury-Kassabri, M. (2018). Alcohol use among Arab Muslim adolescents: A mediation-moderation 
model of family, peer, and community factors. Am J Orthopsychiatry, 88(1), 88-98. doi:10.1037/ort0000263 
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“Just Say No” is just not enough 
 
There have been a variety of approaches and messaging around substance use in             
adolescence that have been used to promote prevention. “Just say no,” which was a              
slogan promoted by Nancy Reagan in the 1980s as a part of a zero-tolerance drug               
education campaign revolving around saying no when offered drugs, has not           
necessarily worked well. D.A.R.E (Drug Abuse Resistance Education; another         33

zero-tolerance drug education program from the “war on drugs” era) is another            
example of this type of messaging not having much efficacy, where youth in the              
program did not differ from their peers who were not a part of the program in their                 
substance use rates. Contrary to these “Just Say No” approaches, the ​sīrah of the              34

Prophet Muhammadصلى الله عليه وسلم provided an alternative gradual and context-dependent         
model for dealing with drugs, alcohol, and other vices. ʿĀʾishah (RA) mentioned            
that if a zero-tolerance order to abstain from alcohol was the first to be revealed,               
then people would not have followed the order, emphasizing the need for            
connection-building when discussing this topic and extolling the benefits of the           
Qur’an’s gradual approach to prohibition:  
 

Yūsuf ibn Māhak reported: ʿĀʾishah, may Allah be pleased with her, said,            
“Verily, the first verses to be revealed were from the shorter chapters at the              
end of the Qur’an. In them is mentioned Paradise and Hellfire, until people             
were firmly established upon Islam and verses of lawful and unlawful were            
revealed. If the first verse to be revealed was ‘do not drink wine,’ they              
would have said, ‘we will never stop drinking wine.’ And if the first verse to               
be revealed was ‘do not commit adultery,’ they would have said, ‘we will             
never stop committing adultery.’”   35

 
There are two very important lessons that we can derive from this hadith as it               
relates to the topic of discussing substance use: Aisha mentions that what preceded             
the prohibition were numerous short surahs from the end of the Qur’an, whose             

33 Lilienfield, S. O. & Arkowitz, H. (2014). Why “Just Say No” Doesn’t Work. Scientific American. Accessed from: 
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/why-just-say-no-doesnt-work/ 
34 Pan, W., & Bai, H. (2009). A multivariate approach to a meta-analytic review of the effectiveness of the D.A.R.E. 
program. Int J Environ Res Public Health, 6(1), 267-277. doi:10.3390/ijerph6010267 
35 ​Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhār ī 4707. 
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subject matter revolved around the foundational aspects of ​imān​. These          
foundations included understanding who Allah is and the reality of accountability           
in the hereafter. This was intended to motivate people to seek His pleasure and the               
reward of paradise, and to be fearful of His punishment. Thus, the major takeaway              
is the need to first inculcate a healthy relationship with Allah (as well as a healthy                
relationship between the advisor and advisee) prior to simply prohibiting people           
from their alcohol drinking in a manner similar to the “just say no” campaign.              
Unfortunately, for most parents, the “talk” related to the two important topics            
mentioned in this hadith (i.e., alcohol and sexual intercourse) usually happens on            
the drive to a university campus, and can basically be summed up as “Don’t drink               
alcohol and don’t have sex!” The resultant adherence to this messaging is probably             
as effective as the scenario described by our mother, ʿĀʾishah (RA). Importantly,            
research on parenting styles suggests that authoritarian (high demandingness         
without responsiveness) styles of parenting contribute to the risk for substance use            
in adolescence.   36

 
This hadith also alludes to the gradual nature of the prohibition in the Qur’an,              
which forms the basis of this article and the need for the messages to be               
developmentally appropriate. Similar approaches employing gradualism in the        
form of a spiritually adapted psycho-education program were effective in          
improving knowledge related to substance use, and increased willingness to seek           
medical help in a recent study in Muslim adults, suggesting that this approach             37

may also prove beneficial in adolescents.  
 

Stage 1: Permissible blessings of Allah 
 
Part of forming a relationship with Allah is recognizing the vast blessings He has              
bestowed upon us. The first step as it relates to drinks derived from fruits in the                

36 Calafat, A., García, F., Juan, M., Becoña, E., & Fernández-Hermida, J. R. (2014). Which parenting style is more 
protective against adolescent substance use? Evidence within the European context. Drug and alcohol dependence, 
138, 185-192. doi:10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2014.02.705 
37 Hassan, A. N., Ragheb, H., Malick, A., Abdullah, Z., Ahmad, Y., Sunderji, N., & Islam, F. (2020). Inspiring 
Muslim Minds: Evaluating a Spiritually Adapted Psycho-educational Program on Addiction to Overcome Stigma in 
Canadian Muslim Communities. Community Ment Health J. doi:10.1007/s10597-020-00699-0 
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Qur’an is the initial permissibility of these drinks and their nutritional benefits: 
 

And from the fruits of palm trees and grapevines you derive intoxicants as            
well as wholesome provision. Surely in this is a sign for those who             
understand.   38

 
In fostering our children’s relationship with Allah and the shariah, an abundance            
mindset is useful so they can begin to appreciate the freedom and ease in Allah’s               
religion. This is where the Islamic maxim of “​al-aṣl fī al-ashyāʾ al-ibāḥah (The             
default ruling of anything is permissibility)” is important and follows the first            39

step of revelation as it pertains to intoxicant use. Oftentimes, our communication            
with our children focuses on what is impermissible in Islam, with doubts often             
arising related to the supposedly restrictive teachings of Islam. An important           
consideration here is that Allah (SWT) has made the vast majority of things             
permissible, and these should be recounted with children from an early age, so             
they develop a relationship with Allah based on His mercy and acknowledgement            
of the blessings bestowed upon us as believers, starting with the blessing of faith.              
This by no means suggests that our messaging should center on permissibility of             
drugs and alcohol, which is no longer the case, but instead to focus on the               
numerous permissible blessings from Allah.  
 

Stage 2: Pros and cons 
 
Another important Islamic maxim is that “harm must be eliminated.” Building on            
the message of the abundance of permissible blessings, it is also important to             
convey to children that Allah (SWT) has only made harmful things prohibited and             
allowed everything else. Accordingly, the second step is to present the harms and             
benefits associated with alcohol and substance use. As Allah (SWT) states in the             
Qur’an:  
 

38 Qur’an 16: 67. 
39 ​Hussain, Shahrul. 2017. ​A Treasury of Sacred Maxims: A Commentary on Islamic Legal Principles​. 
Leicestershire: Kube Publishing Limite​d. 



 

13    |   Talking to Teens About Drugs and Alcohol: A Qur'anic Approach 

They ask you [O Prophet] about intoxicants and gambling. Say, “There is            
great evil in both, as well as some benefit for people—but the evil outweighs              
the benefit.” They [also] ask you [O Prophet] what they should donate. Say,            
“Whatever you can spare.” This is how Allah makes His revelations clear to             
you [believers˺], so perhaps you may reflect.   40

 
This is where we can lean on resources created by the ​National Institute on Drug               
Abuse as well as other ​organizations that have done a good job of laying out the                
pros and cons of alcohol and drug use. These resources include developmentally            
appropriate ​lesson plans and ​talk tool kits​, and can be used by parents as              
background preparation for these important conversations. In accordance with the          
approach in the ​ayah above, these resources mention that although there might be             
some positive effects of alcohol or drug use, the risks and harms outweigh any              
minor benefits (albeit most of these resources focus on the issue from a purely              
public health perspective). For example, one of the positive effects related to drugs             
and alcohol may be increased sociability. However, the harms from this use during             
adolescence can be many, including short-term risks like impaired driving or           
blacking out. Moreover, some of the research from my own research group has             41

found that adolescent substance use is associated with long-term deficits, which           
can be summarized as fitting into increased risk of dysfunction in three major             
domains: cognitive deficits, future substance use, and psychopathology;        42

importantly all these dysfunctions contravene one of the purposes of the shariah:            
the preservation of intellect. Depending on the drug, the cognitive deficits can            
range from impairments in attention and inhibitory control (cannabis) to increased           
impulsivity (alcohol). Most substances used during adolescence increased the risk          
of developing a use disorder (of that substance or others). Importantly, even those             
who reported using substances only for “self-medication” (the use of alcohol or            
drugs as a method of coping with a mental illness) were at heightened risk for               
developing new-onset drug dependence, and was associated with persistence of the           

40 Qur’an 2:219. 
41 Das, J. K., Salam, R. A., Arshad, A., Finkelstein, Y., & Bhutta, Z. A. (2016). Interventions for Adolescent 
Substance Abuse: An Overview of Systematic Reviews. J Adolesc Health, 59(4s), S61-s75. 
doi:10.1016/j.jadohealth.2016.06.021 
42 Hamidullah, S., Thorpe, H. H. A., Frie, J. A., Mccurdy, R. D., & Khokhar, J. Y. (2020). Adolescent Substance Use 
and the Brain: Behavioral, Cognitive and Neural Correlates. Front Hum Neurosci. doi:10.3389/fnhum.2020.00298 

https://teens.drugabuse.gov/parents/preventing-teen-drug-use
https://teens.drugabuse.gov/parents/preventing-teen-drug-use
https://drugfree.org/article/connecting-with-your-teen/
http://headsup.scholastic.com/teachers/drugsandtheteenbrain
https://www.drugfreekidscanada.org/wp-content/uploads/pdf/Cannabis-Talk-Kit_EN.pdf
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mental illness. The risk of psychopathology varies with drugs, ranging from           43

increased risk for psychosis with cannabis to depression and anxiety in the case of              
alcohol and tobacco. Even more importantly, a recent study showed that low            44

levels of alcohol drinking (even as little as a sip) in children is associated with a                
two-fold increase in their odds of life-time suicidality compared to those with no             
alcohol drinking. Discussing these risks (especially the long-term effects) and          45

benefits associated with substance use with teens helps them feel empowered in            
their ability to make decisions and promotes rational decision-making skills, which           
will benefit them beyond this discussion as well.  
 

Stage 3: Drug use and religion 
 
The next step in the prohibition of alcohol was related to prayer and involved a               
command to abstain from prayer while intoxicated: 
 

O believers! Do not approach prayer while intoxicated until you are aware of            
what you say, nor in a state of “full” impurity—unless you merely pass             
through “the mosque”—until you have bathed. But if you are ill, on a             
journey, or have relieved yourselves, or been intimate with your wives and            
cannot find water, then purify yourselves with clean earth, wiping your faces            
and hands. And Allah is Ever-Pardoning, All-Forgiving.   46

 
The third step in discussing this topic with teens revolves around the spiritual             
impacts of substance use as well as the role of spirituality as a protective factor               
against substance use. Islam places a lot of emphasis on cognitive presence in acts              
of worship and in life (as indicated above with the preservation of intellect), and no               
act requires this more than the daily prayers. Moreover, the importance of            

43 Lazareck, S., Robinson, J. A., Crum, R. M., Mojtabai, R., Sareen, J., & Bolton, J. M. (2012). A longitudinal                    
investigation of the role of self-medication in the development of comorbid mood and drug use disorders: findings                 
from the National Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions (NESARC). The Journal of clinical               
psychiatry, 73(5), e588–e593. https://doi.org/10.4088/JCP.11m07345 
44 Hamidullah, S., Thorpe, H. H. A., Frie, J. A., Mccurdy, R. D., & Khokhar, J. Y. (2020). Adolescent Substance Use 
and the Brain: Behavioral, Cognitive and Neural Correlates. Front Hum Neurosci. doi:10.3389/fnhum.2020.00298 
45 Laika D. Aguinaldo, Aimee Goldstone, Brant P. Hasler, David A. Brent, Clarisa Coronado, Joanna 
Jacobus,Preliminary Analysis of Low-Level Alcohol Use and Suicidality with Children in the Adolescent Brain and 
Cognitive Development (ABCD) Baseline Cohort, Psychiatry Research, 2021,113825, 
46 Qur’an 4:43. 
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mindfulness in prayer relates back to it achieving its purpose of connecting with             
Allah. Due to the intoxicating effects of drugs and other psychoactive substances            
the ability to build and foster a spiritual connection with Allah (SWT) is hindered,              
especially in the formative years of adolescence when individuals are recognizing           
the sweetness of prayer, and making it a part of their daily routines. Moreover, as               
described above, the impact of substance use during adolescence can go beyond            
just the acute intoxication phases. Changes in cognitive capacity or increased           
psychopathology risk (e.g., anxiety or psychosis) could also impact the spiritual           
identity and practice of a person, and thereby result in long-term spiritual            
consequences (i.e., through reducing capacity for connecting with Allah), thereby          
depriving a person of spiritual fulfillment long after the use of the drugs or alcohol.  
 
Lastly, the relationship between substance use is also known to be bi-directional in             
that spirituality can serve as a protective factor against substance use. As an             
example, past year alcohol use was found to be lower among students with higher              
religiosity. ​Furthermore, living in a community with more Muslims, and having           47

few people drinking in their social network were additional protective factors.           48

Conversely, Muslim immigrants in Germany who scored high for problem          
drinking were most likely to report not being religious. Even in the broader             49

population, religiosity has been shown to be a protective factor against alcohol and             
drug use. Some of the most popular recovery programs (e.g., Alcoholics           50

Anonymous) also attempt to leverage this relationship to foster successful          
abstinence. Considering the impact of peers on substance use in adolescence,           
combined with the protective effects of religiosity, this statement of the Prophet            

47 Abu-Ras, W., Ahmed, S., & Arfken, C. L. (2010). Alcohol use among U.S. Muslim college students: risk and 
protective factors. J Ethn Subst Abuse, 9(3), 206-220. doi:10.1080/15332640.2010.500921; Arfken, C. L., Ahmed, 
S., & Abu-Ras, W. (2013). Respondent-driven sampling of Muslim undergraduate U.S. college students and alcohol 
use: pilot study. Social psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology, 48(6), 945–953. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-012-0588-4 
48 Arfken, C. L., Ahmed, S., & Abu-Ras, W. (2013). Respondent-driven sampling of Muslim undergraduate U.S.                
college students and alcohol use: pilot study. Social psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology, 48(6), 945–953.              
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-012-0588-4 
49 Haasen, C., Sinaa, M., & Reimer, J. (2008). Alcohol use disorders among Afghan migrants in Germany.                 
Substance abuse, 29(3), 65–70. https://doi.org/10.1080/08897070802218828 
50 White, H. R., McMorris, B. J., Catalano, R. F., Fleming, C. B., Haggerty, K. P., & Abbott, R. D. (2006). Increases                      
in alcohol and marijuana use during the transition out of high school into emerging adulthood: The effects of leaving                   
home, going to college, and high school protective factors. J Stud Alcohol, 67(6), 810-822.              
doi:10.15288/jsa.2006.67.810 
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صلى الله عليه وسلم becomes an important reminder in this context and a necessary part of these              
conversations:  
 

The Prophetصلى الله عليه وسلم said: A man follows the religion of his close friend; so              
each one should consider whom he makes his close friend.   51

 
Relatedly, adolescents’ religious beliefs and behavior are significantly influenced         
by those of their friends: youth with religious friends are more likely to be religious               
(i.e., attend services, rate the importance of religion higher) than youth with            
non-religious friends. Conversely, lower peer religiosity increases likelihood of         52

substance use amongst adolescents. While it might be difficult to disentangle the            53

causal factors in the relationship between religiosity and substance use, the           
bidirectional relationship as well as strength of these associations make this an            
important point of discussion in the context of substance use and adolescents.  
 

Stage 4: Prohibition and contextualization 
 
The fourth step is the prohibition of alcohol (and intoxicating drug) use, and also              
the contextualization of the substance use.  
 

O believers! Intoxicants, gambling, idols, and drawing lots for decisions are          
all evil of Satan’s handiwork. So shun them so you may be successful.             
Satan’s plan is to stir up hostility and hatred between you with intoxicants             
and gambling and to prevent you from remembering Allah and praying. Will            
you not then abstain?   54

 
This is the most important step of these conversations when discussing drug and             
alcohol use in adolescence. Just as the earlier steps built up to this prohibition in               
the Qur’an, the discussion of prohibition requires preparation for it to have            

51 Sunan Abī Dāwūd: 4833. 
52 Doran C. French, Urip Purwono, and Airin Triwahyuni, “Friendship and the Religiosity of Indonesian Muslim 
Adolescents,”​ Journal of Youth and Adolescence ​40, no. 12 (2011): 1623–33; ​Pamela E. King, James L. Furrow, and 
Natalie Roth, “On Adolescent Religiousness,” ​Journal of Psychology and Christianity​ 21, no. 2 (2002): 109–20. 
53 Stephen J. Bahr and John P. Hoffmann, “Religiosity, Peers, and Adolescent Drug Use,” Journal of Drug Issues 38, 
no. 3 (2008): 743–769. 
54 Qur’an 5:90. 
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maximal uptake. If the youth understand the physical and spiritual consequences of            
substance use, as well as the abundance of blessings of Allah upon them, they will               
be more receptive to the prohibition. Just as important as the prohibition is the fact               
that Allah (SWT) places it in the context of other common practices of the time               
such as gambling and drawing lots for decisions, as well as describing the harm              
associated with them.  
 
This point is especially important in the context of legalization or decriminalization            
of substance use. Even though all the practices mentioned in the ​ayah were             
societally accepted at the time of revelation, Allah (SWT) still points to the harms              
associated with these practices, and commands abstinence. This is important to           
communicate to kids that even though a drug may have been legalized in our              
society, its legal status in the eyes of Allah (SWT) does not change. This question               
often arises in relation to cannabis legalization, but cannabis does not differ in that              
regard from other societally legal substances like alcohol and tobacco, that are still             
impermissible Islamically. Furthermore, this verse also brings up the impacts on           
society associated with these impermissible actions. This becomes abundantly clear          
when we view the costs of substance use in society estimated at being almost 750               
billion US dollars per year when considering lost productivity and health care            
costs. Beyond the economic costs, it is estimated that substance use beyond age             55

15 costs men approximately 1.4 years and women 0.7 years when it comes to life               
expectancy. Specifically, 45 percent of all traffic fatalities are alcohol-related, and           56

estimates suggest that 18 percent of 16-20 year old drivers drive under the             
influence of alcohol.  57

 
It is also important for us to establish broader definitions of what falls under the               
“​khamr​” (intoxicant) category for Muslims at large. Interestingly, when looking at           

55 National Institute on Drug Abuse (2021). Costs of Substance Abuse. Retrieved from 
https://archives.drugabuse.gov/trends-statistics/costs-substance-abuse 
56 ​Glei, D. A., & Preston, S. H. (2020). Estimating the impact of drug use on US mortality, 1999-2016. ​PloS One​, 
15​(1), e0226732. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0226732 
57 Center for Substance Abuse Treatment. Treatment of Adolescents with Substance Use Disorders. Rockville (MD): 
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (US); 1999. (Treatment Improvement Protocol (TIP) 
Series, No. 32.) Chapter 1--Substance Use Among Adolescents. Available from: 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK64353/ 

https://aboutislam.net/counseling/ask-the-scholar/food-slaughter/can-muslims-use-marijuana-recreational-medical-purposes/
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trends of substance use in immigrant populations in Europe, while Muslim           
immigrants usually show lower prevalence of alcohol drinking, this was not the            
case for tobacco and illicit drug use, further signifying that singling out alcohol in              
our talks with youth may be inadvertently contributing to the use of other             
substances. Moreover, focusing on the importance of minimizing the harms          58

associated with drug and alcohol use would also impact drug use habits that are              
more common in the Muslim world compared to the rest of the global population              
such as cigarette smoking. Especially with cigarette smoking, it is important to            59

ensure early prevention as it remains the single largest preventable cause of death             
worldwide: the Islamic maxim “harm must be eliminated” supports this          
preventative approach and warrants community-wide discussions related to the         
high prevalence of this behavior in our community. 
 
The second ​āyah above (i.e., Satan’s plan is to stir up hostility and hatred between               
you with intoxicants) emphasizes the importance of social connectivity and          
prevention of hostility between Muslims. Importantly, the most effective programs          
in preventing adolescent substance use based on existing evidence are those that            
promote life skills training and build social resistance skills in adolescents; these            60

skills are important in the context of peer influence being a major motivator behind              
initiation of substance use by adolescents. Related to the earlier point around the             61

protective effects of religiosity, here the emphasis on community building in the            
ayah further reinforces the importance of building stronger communities and          
equipping our youth with important social skills and agency as members of the             
community. Workshops and psycho-educational programming like the one        
organized and designed by Dr. Ahmed Hassan combined with community          62

58 van Dorp, M., Boon, A., Spijkerman, R., & Los, L. (2021). Substance use prevalence rates among migrant and 
native adolescents in Europe: A systematic review. Drug Alcohol Rev, 40(2), 325-339. doi:10.1111/dar.13154 
59 Ghouri, N., Atcha, M., & Sheikh, A. (2006). Influence of Islam on smoking among Muslims. BMJ, 332(7536),                  
291-294. doi:10.1136/bmj.332.7536.291 
60 Griffin, K. W., & Botvin, G. J. (2010). Evidence-based interventions for preventing substance use disorders in                 
adolescents. Child Adolesc Psychiatr Clin N Am, 19(3), 505-526. doi:10.1016/j.chc.2010.03.005 
61 Herold, R., Boykan, R., Eliscu, A., Alcalá, H. E., & Goniewicz, M. L. (2021). Association between Friends' Use 
of Nicotine and Cannabis and Intake of both Substances among Adolescents. International journal of environmental 
research and public health, 18(2), 695. 
62 Hassan, A. N., Ragheb, H., Malick, A., Abdullah, Z., Ahmad, Y., Sunderji, N., & Islam, F. (2020). Inspiring 
Muslim Minds: Evaluating a Spiritually Adapted Psycho-educational Program on Addiction to Overcome Stigma in 
Canadian Muslim Communities. Community Ment Health J. doi:10.1007/s10597-020-00699-0 
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building exercises would be beneficial to be adapted for use with adolescent            
populations.  
 

Dealing with alcohol and drug use 
 
It might not always be possible to prevent the initiation of drug or alcohol use,               
especially in situations where this topic was never discussed, and the parents come             
to learn of it abruptly. It is likely that the reaction of the parents might be one of                  
anger and severe disappointment, which might create further divisions in the           
relationship. This is especially important in light of the protective effects of a             
strong parent-child relationship emphasized above; the presence of warmth         
differentiates authoritative parenting from authoritarian parenting, even when both         
involve disciplining the child, but produce diametrically different substance         
use-related outcomes. Even after the final stage of the prohibition of alcohol, and             63

the institution of punishment, we have multiple examples of the Prophet (SAW)            
dealing with compassion and mercy with companions who had struggled with           
alcohol drinking:  

 
During the lifetime of the Prophetصلى الله عليه وسلم there was a man called `Abdullah             
whose nickname was Donkey, and he used to make Allah's Messengerصلى الله عليه وسلم            
laugh. The Prophetصلى الله عليه وسلم lashed him because of drinking [alcohol]. And one            
day he was brought to the Prophetصلى الله عليه وسلم on the same charge and was lashed               
[again]. On that, a man among the people said, “O Allah, curse him! How              
frequently he has been brought [to the Prophetصلى الله عليه وسلم on this charge]!” The             
Prophetصلى الله عليه وسلم said, “Do not curse him, for by Allah, I know he loves Allah               
and His Apostle.”  64

 
Abū Hurayrah said, “A man who drank wine was brought to the Prophet.             
The Prophetصلى الله عليه وسلم said, ‘Beat him!’ Abū Hurayrah added, “So some of us             
beat him with our hands, and some with their shoes, and some with their              
garments [by twisting it] like a lash, and then when we finished, someone             

63 Calafat, A., García, F., Juan, M., Becoña, E., & Fernández-Hermida, J. R. (2014). Which parenting style is more 
protective against adolescent substance use? Evidence within the European context. Drug and alcohol dependence, 
138, 185-192. doi:10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2014.02.705 
64 Al-Bukhārī 6780. 
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said to him, ‘May Allah disgrace you!’ On that the Prophetصلى الله عليه وسلم said, ‘Do              
not say so, for you are helping Satan to overpower him.’”   65

 
The first hadith is important in that it considers the chronic relapsing nature of              
alcohol and substance use disorders, while emphasizing the importance of religious           
connection and love for Allah and the Prophetصلى الله عليه وسلم. Importantly, it also shows that              
the Prophetصلى الله عليه وسلم had a meaningful relationship with this companion, and did not             
shun him.. As a community, we can be meaningful partners in recovery, instead of              
contributing to additional risk by depriving those struggling with substance use of            
the protective benefits of community involvement and acculturation.  
 
Both ​aḥādīth emphasize the importance of not cursing these individuals, which           
further highlights the importance of remembering that even with these actions,           
these individuals are not deprived of the mercy of Allah (SWT). This is consistent              
with the Qur’anic message of mercy:  

 
Say, [O Prophet, that Allah says], “O My servants who have exceeded the             
limits against their souls! Do not lose hope in Allah’s mercy, for Allah             
certainly forgives all sins. He is indeed the All-Forgiving, Most Merciful.”  66

 
Especially in adolescence, the message of mercy and hope is beneficial when            
considering spiritual benefits as well as the physical, personal and economic           
impacts of achieving abstinence, as it relates to factors that are important to             
adolescents. In at-risk youth, abstinence for 12 months from all substance use was             
associated with positive long-term educational and economic outcomes compared         
to those that used any drugs during this time, suggesting that abstinence even after              
initiating use is sufficient in improving outcomes and reducing harm. Therefore,           67

all attempts should be made to present a message of hope and trust in the mercy of                 
Allah, instead of disparaging comments that might drive one further away from            
reconnecting with Allah.  

65 Al-Bukhārī 6777. 
66 Qur’an 39:53. 
67 Griffin, K. W., & Botvin, G. J. (2010). Evidence-based interventions for preventing substance use disorders in 
adolescents. Child Adolesc Psychiatr Clin N Am, 19(3), 505-526. doi:10.1016/j.chc.2010.03.005 
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Conclusion 
 
This primer first highlights the importance of the problem of drug and alcohol use              
during adolescence, and then presents potential evidence-based solutions that are          
based on the gradual prohibition of alcohol in Islam. The importance of leaning on              
scriptural guidance combined with the scientific research currently available         
related to the effects of substance use during adolescence will help empower youth             
to make decisions related to their use of substances, and hopefully reduce the harm              
associated with this use.  
 
 
 

 


