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IOAN GRILLO

After years of covering 
the drug war in Mexi-
co, after looking down 

from a helicopter to see burning 
marijuana fields that soldiers 
had set aflame and after riding 
along with federal police as they 
looked for heroin and cocaine 
traffickers, I got a very different 
perspective when I visited Bal-
timore. On a reporting trip there 
last year, I accompanied a for-
mer drug dealer to one of the so-
called open air markets, where 
marijuana and heroin were 
hawked in plain view on a busy 
street. It was a striking paradox. 
South of the border, I’d watched 
soldiers torch drugs to destroy 
them. Here, 40 miles from the 
White House, I was watching 
people sell them openly.

That image came to mind ear-
ly this month, when President 
Donald J Trump gave Mexico 
an ultimatum to stop the north-
ward flow of narcotics. “We’re 

going to give them a one-year 
warning, and if the drugs don’t 
stop, or largely stop, we’re going 
to put tariffs,” he told reporters 
at the White House. “And if that 
doesn’t stop the drugs, we close 
the border.”

Blaming Mexico for the Amer-
ican drug problem and then co-
ercing it to act is a tactic that 
dates back to President Richard 
Nixon. It’s pure hypocrisy. While 
drugs do flow through Mexico, 
they also flow throughout the 
United States, feeding one of 
the biggest drug markets on the 
planet. If the US government 
fails to halt the river of narcotics 
inside its own territory, how can 
it expect Mexico to succeed?

Of course, there are more 
factors in the equation. While 
Mexico’s security forces burn 
opium poppies and shoot traf-
fickers, there are also count-
less cases of its soldiers, police 
and politicians working with 
the criminals. And while you 
can find open air drug markets 
in several American cities, the 
United States arrests millions on 
drug charges.

But the bottom line is that 
both nations have utterly failed 
to stop the trade in the decades 

since Nixon declared war on 
drugs. The Mexican government 
has spent over a decade waging a 
military-led crackdown, detain-
ing or killing kingpins in all the 
major cartels. But this has not 
reduced trafficking. Over the 
last five years, seizures of hero-
in and cocaine on the southern 
border have fluctuated up and 
down; seizures of crystal meth 
have risen, perhaps due to more 
demand; while seizures of mari-
juana have plummeted, probably 
due to the production of legal 
cannabis in the United States.

The cartel violence, mean-
while, has ravaged Mexico, with 
over 200,000 murders in the 
country in the last decade. And 
despite endless drug cases in 
its courts, the United States set 
a tragic record in 2017: 70,000 
overdose deaths.

Back in 1969, Nixon launched 
Operation Intercept to pres-
sure the Mexican government 
to crack down on the marijuana 
smugglers of the era. Over a pe-
riod of several days, almost every 
vehicle or pedestrian entering 
over the southern border was 
searched. 

It didn’t yield many seizures, 
as the smugglers waited out 
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It is about time I told you what 
I have really been doing here 
the past few months. It hasn’t 

all been visits to archaeological 
sites and meditations on the con-
temporary relevance of antiquity. 
Today I’d like to put ancient his-
tory on hold for a moment and 
move from the past right into the 
present.

It might be objected that what 
I have been writing is a series of 
postcards, perhaps with lots of 
local colour and historical back-
ground, but nonetheless a kind of 
high-end philosophical tourism 
from famous Athenian locations. 
Perhaps this can’t be avoided. I 
am, after all, a foreigner and a tem-
porary resident. And this city’s 
monuments, with their beauty 
and historical grandeur, exert a 
pull like virtually no others. But is 
there perhaps a better way of con-
necting with ordinary Athenians, 
with their habits and routines? 
Maybe I could get closer to their 
lives in the vast modern Agora of 
this metropolis through a common 
passion. A passion for soccer. And 
what site could be more ordinary 
than a pub?

I am a lifelong fan of Liverpool 
Football Club and spend much 
more time than I care to confess 
watching games, reading about 
soccer, listening to podcasts and 

watching endless YouTube clips 
of highlights, news conferences 
and often rather tedious match 
analysis. I will talk to any poor 
soul I can find about my team and 
about theirs, although I prefer 
mine. Yet — much to my constant 
amazement — there exist people 
in the world who do not care for 
the beautiful game.

Liverpool were playing the day 
after I arrived in Athens in early 
January. I urgently needed to find 
out where to watch live games 
because the TV in my apartment 
was pretty basic. On the morning 
of match day, I dipped into the 
internet and discovered a prom-
ising-looking Facebook page for 
“The Pan-Hellenic Liverpool 
Friends Club.” I sent a message, 
more in hope than expectation.

Three minutes later, I got a re-
ply: “Good morning m8. You can 
meet us in the Wee Dram pub. It 
is a Scottish pub. Ask for John.”

I got there early and asked for 
John. It was like meeting a long-
lost friend. John Skotidas founded 
the official Liverpool supporters 
club in 1995 and has been running 
it ever since with a good deal of 
organisational skill. It has 1,100 
members, and Liverpool are the 
most popular English team in 
Greece. I’ve gotten to know John 
quite well in the time I have been 
here. He was an aircraft engineer 
with the Greek air force for 27 
years, before retiring at age 46 to 
pursue his other passion, watch-
ing and talking about soccer. John 
even has his ownYouTube chan-
nel. He became a Liverpool fan af-
ter seeing the Beatles on TV when 

he was a kid in the late 1960s. He 
just liked the name “Liverpool.” 
It sounded good. When he was 10 
years old, he watched them play 
for the first time against Newcas-
tle United in the FA Cup final in 
1974 and decided to support them. 
He has been a fan ever since.

I also met a number of other 
people in the bar on that first day: 
Scotty, Kris, Spiros (who promotes 
Bollywood movies in Greece, 
which are apparently pretty pop-
ular) and a bunch of other Greek 
fans. 

I watched my first game with 
them on Jan 12, Liverpool versus 
Brighton. It was an edgy match, 
but with a confident defensive 
display from us, we won 1-0 (“one-
nil”).

Since then, I’ve watched an aw-
ful lot of games at the Wee Dram, 
and it has developed into a ritual 
of sorts. I have a talked a fair bit 
about the nature of ritual in this 
series, whether the processional 
pomp of the City of Dionysia, the 
Divine Liturgy of Mount Athos or 
the Greater Mysteries of Eleusis. 
Watching soccer is an undoubt-
edly lesser mystery, with a more 
humble and humdrum set of ritual 
actions, but they also have mean-
ing. And every fan has their rituals 
and superstitions.

Before leaving the apartment, I 
carefully select my Liverpool shirt, 
track suit or scarf (depending on 
the weather, but I always look a 
teensy bit ridiculous) and walk to 
Syntagma or Constitution Square. 
I descend into the underworld of 
the subway system, take the four 
stops to Panormou station, buy a 

piece of spanakopita or sumptu-
ous spinach pie from the bakery, 
walk slowly uphill eating it, get 
to the Wee Dram, push open the 
door, scan the room for seats and 
look for John. He’s always sitting 
in the same spot (it’s a supersti-
tion, he told me), just next to the 
big TV, head down, looking at his 
phone. Although I always try to 
get there early, the place is usu-
ally packed. John seems to have 
a secret supply of stools that he 
will whip out if a regular comes in 
late and the place is too crammed 
with fans.

John gives the nod, says a few 
words, and a seat opens up. I shake 
hands with everyone, ask them 
how they are doing, head to the 
bar, buy a pint of Murphy’s (they 
don’t sell Guinness), sit down and 
check the WhatsApp connection 
with my son Edward in London. 
We exchange a couple of short 
messages like “I’m in position. 
You?” and then discuss the team 
lineup and usually wonder why 
our German coach Juergen Klopp 
has included or left out a player we 
particularly like. The Wi-Fi tends 
to keep dropping, which occasions 

much dashing out into the street.
The Wee Dram is owned by 

Ross, who incidentally used to 
play for the Scottish national bas-
ketball team (I didn’t know they 
had one) and supports Hearts of 
Midlothian. To each their own. 
The pub has two main areas, a 
glass-walled central room where 
you can buy drinks, which is 
where the younger lads tend to 
gather, standing together in small 
groups, often wearing Liverpool 
shirts, and a larger outside area 
with older fans, sitting or standing. 
I prefer to sit, at least until some-
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dates back to 
Nixon and it 
has always 
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When we talk about 
“democratic social-

ism,” we’re talking about 
making sure everybody 
can live with dignity in the 
richest country on Earth. 
That means making sure 
everyone has the basic 
necessities of life: decent 
housing, good health 
care, good education and 
a good retirement.

@BernieSanders

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

the crackdown, but it did lead 
to frustration on the part of US 
businesses whose goods and la-
bourers were being held up.

Half a century on, Trump has 
held back so far from such ac-
tion, despite his threats. With 
over $600 billion in cross-border 
trade last year, it would be far 
more costly today than it was in 
the 1960s.

His main priority is really to 
stop the flow of migrants and 
asylum-seekers, and it was the 
rise in their numbers that trig-
gered the latest round of rheto-
ric. But from his 2016 presiden-
tial campaign until now, he has 
also railed against the flow of 
drugs from Mexico and used it to 
bolster his arguments to “build a 
wall” and beef up security. 

“Our southern border is a 
pipeline for vast quantities of 
illegal drugs, including meth, 
heroin, cocaine and fentanyl,” he 
said in a January speech, push-
ing for wall funding.

President Andrés Manuel 
López Obrador of Mexico has 
avoided answering Trump’s ulti-
matum on drugs, at least public-
ly. When asked about it on April 
5, he said he had no problems 
with the White House. 

“Relations are good. We have 
no confrontation with the gov-
ernment of the United States.”

Meanwhile, he seems to be 
placating Washington by step-
ping up arrests of undocument-
ed migrants heading through 
Mexico.

Seizures of drugs in Mexico 
appear to be down in the first 
quarter, according to early re-
ports, which may have helped 
prompt Trump’s ultimatum. 

The problem is that even when 
Mexico has made major seizures 
in recent years, the northward 
flow of narcotics to Americans 

hasn’t stopped. But then, regard-
less of Washington, Mexico does 
face the herculean problem of 
organised crime ravaging its so-
ciety.

A better way forward would 
be for the two nations to work 
together on real policies that 
reduce the damage unleashed by 
drugs and cartels. 

US and Mexican agencies 
should team up to target the 
most violent gangsters, to low-
er the number of homicides in 
Mexico and to lower the number 
of people fleeing over the border 
as refugees. 

Mexico could do far more to 
weed out the narco corruption, 
which is destroying its political 
system. And the United States 
could provide considerably more 
rehabilitation services to reduce 
addiction and overdoses, many 
of which are actually from pre-
scription drugs.

There are real problems, from 
the corners of Baltimore to the 
mountains of Mexico. But they 
need integral long-term solu-
tions, not simplistic ultimatums 
and threats. 

(Ioan Grillo is a contributing opinion 
writer.)
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Trump can’t blame Mexico for our drug problem
The problem is that even 
when Mexico has made 

major seizures in recent 
years, the northward flow 
of narcotics to Americans 

hasn’t stopped.  

thing really exciting happens and 
then I stand and retreat backward 
to the door of the pub, so I don’t 
block anyone’s view. For reasons 
that completely escape me, I often 
crouch with my arms at a right 
angle and fists softly clenched. It’s 
almost an attitude of prayer.

There’s a large wooden central 
rectangular table with benches 
where the hard-core fans sit, with 
John in pole position, top left. Most 
of them are smoking (Athens is 
a great place to pick up a passive 
smoking habit. Smoking is banned, 
of course, but Greeks tend to do 
what they want), drinking beer or 
coffee and betting online on their 
phones. Just behind the central 
table is another, smaller table with 
about four or five seats, marked 
“reserved” (although it turns out 
that all the tables are “reserved”). 
This is where I sit, usually with 
some familiar faces. We talk to 
one another as much as we can, in 
broken English and fragmentary 
Greek, but in great detail about 
the qualities of particular players, 
tactics, formation and the strength 
of the opposition. Although we 
don’t really know one another that 
well, there is an immense of feeling 
of familiarity, affection and trust.

For the nonfan, it’s hard to ex-
plain how detailed these discus-
sions are and the extraordinary 
levels of knowledge that ordinary 
fans possess. Although this might 
sound stupid, there is an amazing 
rational intelligence to soccer talk, 
bolstered by a common passion for 
the team that we all love.

The teams emerge, I sit up 
straight, and there is the usual 

fluff of TV commercials and dumb 
graphics before kickoffs. We all 
clap when the whistle blows, and 
then we enter the shared and 
strangely meditative flow of the 
game. Things get really quiet. 
There is always an odd experi-
ence of tension in watching a game 
with a group of fellow fans, waiting 
for your team to score or at least 
have a shot or engage in a com-
pelling passage of play. The TV in 
the Wee Dram has useless speak-
ers, and it is a real strain to catch 
the Greek commentary. Not really 
understanding the words, I listen 
eagerly for the names, which have 
an almost magical aura: Van Dijk, 
Robertson, Sadio Mane, Milner, 
Alexander-Arnold.

Of course, there are a lot of com-
plaints, when there is a misplaced 
pass or especially when our star 
forward player, Mohammed Sa-
lah, shoots and misses, which has 
been happening a lot of late. The 
most frequently heard word in 
the bar is “malakas.” Let’s just say 
this is a word with a wide range 
of semantic connotations, many 
of them connected with the sin 
of onanism. There is a visceral 
connection between soccer and 
swearing, and I am at my most 
disgustingly foul-mouthed when 
watching Liverpool play. I am not 
proud of this fact and often try to 
swallow the vowel after the first 
consonant of the bad word has 
spilled from my lips.

When we score, the place ex-
plodes. Skintight anxiety sudden-
ly releases into ecstasy. Everyone 
leaps to their feet, with wild scenes 
of joy, hugging and loud cries. I 

high-five everyone around the 
table, often inaccurately. I don’t 
know why I do it. It’s not my style. 
But I started the habit at my first 
match in January and somehow 
feel obliged to continue because 
they expect it from me. It’s a little 
awkward.

When the opposing team score, 
there is absolute silence in the bar. 
Not a word. And barely any re-
action. The mood shifts entirely 
and no one speaks for at least 10 
seconds, then: “Malakas.”

My three months in Athens 
has been a very tense time to be 
a Liverpool fan. A six-point Jan-
uary lead in the English Premier 
League has been whittled away 
by the relentlessness of our main 
opponents and reigning champi-
ons, Manchester City, and the fact 
that we drew a number of games 
that we should have won. We’ve 
lost some of our flair, flow and 
attacking rhythm. But we’re still 
in there fighting, match by match, 
grinding out victories often with 
last-minute goals. A nerve-shred-
ding experience.

Today, March 31, is an absolutely 
vital game. I arrive very early at 
the Wee Dram, about 45 minutes 
before kickoff, around 5:45 p.m. 
There is a lot of banter, more beer 
is being drunk than usual, and 
servers slide through the crowd 
setting down pizzas that are al-
ways shared. Liverpool are playing 
Tottenham Hotspur, and my son 
Edward is at the Anfield Road sta-
dium with his mate Ben watching 
live. Edward is a large part of the 
reason the fate of Liverpool Foot-
ball Club in this season’s English 

Premier League matters so much 
to me. I deviously programmed 
him in his childhood years to sup-
port Liverpool, and he is now a bet-
ter, more knowledgeable fan than 
I. But he has never seen Liverpool 
win the league; it is 29 years since 
it last happened. Liverpool won it 
13 times during my first 30 years on 
planet Earth. But that history feels 
as ancient as Athens itself.

Spurs are a fine team. Some of 
my best friends are Spurs fans. 
They didn’t deserve to lose. But, 
very obligingly, they did, thanks 
to a goalkeeping blunder from 
the World Cup-winning French 
captain Hugo Lloris off a cheeky 
header from the sinuous Salah 
that ricocheted into the net off 
the shin of Toby Alderweireld in 
the 90th minute of the match. Call 
it luck, if you like. I choose to call 
it destiny.

It is hard to describe the feeling 
of sheer unconfined joy when your 
team wins. Everything is right with 

the world and the mind is free of 
any concern, distance or gnawing 
introspection. Here at the Wee 
Dram, there is a genuine feeling 
of warmth and solidarity among 
fans. Despite the linguistic limita-
tions, we understand one another 
very well because we have a team 
in common. And there are 300 
official Liverpool supporters clubs 
all around the world and countless 
other millions watching in what-
ever way they can. After the Spurs 
game, Ross played the Liverpool 
anthem, “You’ll Never Walk Alone” 
by Gerry and the Pacemakers and 
everyone sang along, bellowing out 
of tune at the top of their voices. It 
was really something.

I realise that such rituals are 
pretty stupid, shallow and far too 
sentimental, but at such moments 
I feel a real sense of disinhibited 
belonging, and other people feel 
the same.

After the song climaxed and the 
final chorus faded, I finished my 
beer and looked for John to say 
goodbye. But he’d already left.

Will we win the league? Probably 
not. Manchester City are a better 
football team. But today we won. I 
don’t so much walk as glide down 
the hill to the subway station, tex-
ting with Edward and reading the 
early match reports. I pick up a loaf 
of bread at the bakery and head 
back into the center of the city. 
Life is good.

(Simon Critchley is a professor of 
philosophy at the New School for 

Social Research and the author of 
“What We Think About When We Think 

About Soccer” and the forthcoming 
“Tragedy, the Greeks, and Us.”)
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It is hard to describe the 
feeling of sheer unconfined 
joy when your team wins. 

Everything is right with the 
world and the mind is free 
of any concern, distance or 

gnawing introspection.  


