
April 2014
This MEI Policy Paper seeks to address the Syrian war’s effects on Lebanon against the backdrop 
of exacerbated sectarian tensions and political-religious instability. The study first provides a brief 
background on the state of Salafism in Lebanon, followed by an assessment of the situation of 
the Sunni street at large. It then examines the wider implications that the Syrian war has had on 
Lebanon, namely the call for jihad launched in 2013 by Sunni sheiks around the country and the 
resulting burgeoning of relations between Salafis and Syrian military and radical organizations. 
The paper discusses the emergence of a new generation of Lebanese jihadis and also assesses the 
impact of the war on the thousands of Palestinian Sunnis residing in Lebanon. The study concludes 
by reflecting on the new political dynamic forming in Lebanon and its link with growing jihadism.  

Recommendations  
The following are recommendations that Lebanese groups and the Lebanese state can act upon in 
order to mitigate the effects of the Syrian crisis on Lebanon.

•  Establish Refugee Camps 
Establishing refugee camps in border areas would reduce insecurity by allowing security forces 
to better identify and control the activity of Syrian refugees. These camps, which would be 
under UN administration, could be built on the border with Syria. 

• Abide by Dissociation 
Lebanese factions and Hezbollah need to abide by Lebanon’s dissociation policy from the 
conflict in Syria. Hezbollah needs to pull its troops out of Syria and rebuild trust with Sunni 
leaders in order to restore stability in the country. 

• Reinstate Trust in Security Institutions 
Lebanese security institutions have been affiliated—rightly or wrongly—with local political 
parties such as Hezbollah. Trust between military organizations and the local population is 
integral to the success of military operations in the current unstable security situation. The 
deployment of the army along borders, specifically in Ersal, is already a step in the right direction.

• Focus on Development 
What the region needs is not only more army or police forces to protect its porous borders, 
but for the state to rebuild lines of communication and trust with the local population through 
developmental projects such as road construction, improved sanitation and water systems, and 
an improved electrical grid. 
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Introduction

The Syrian civil war is dividing society 
in neighboring Lebanon. The country, 

already cleaved along sectarian lines, is 
experiencing a period of instability that the 
Syrian conflict has further exacerbated. Inun-
dated by refugees, unwillingly involved in 
the conflict due to Hezbollah’s defense of 
Bashar al-Assad’s regime, and lacking a se-
rious application of state power, Lebanon’s 
remaining fragile balance is eroding. This 
precarious situation has given rise to a new 
generation of Lebanese Salafis and jihadis, 
who seek to inject Lebanon and Syria with 
their radicalized politics and reduce what 
they see as the disproportionately large 
influence of Shi‘a. Although this attempt 
would in more peaceful times no doubt be 
unsuccessful, Hezbollah’s military commit-
ment to the Assad regime and the lack of 
a robust Lebanese state presence have left 
some Lebanese Sunnis feeling that they have 
no recourse other than extremism. This dis-
turbing new trend also carries a geographic 
component: those radicalized in the north 
in cities like Tripoli tend to carry out jihad 
in Syria, whereas those from southern Leb-
anon, especially in Palestinian camps, are 
more likely to engage in suicide attacks, often 
within Lebanon’s borders. The polarization of 
Lebanese society resulting from the Syrian 
war has allowed radical Sunnis in Lebanon 
to play a more active political role and 
has facilitated the emergence of extremist 
groups in Lebanon.

The History of 
Lebanese Salafism

Comprehending the state of Salafism in 
Lebanon at the present is impossible without 
at least a cursory understanding of the 
longstanding religious and sectarian divi-
sions that have formed the country’s cur-
rent political atmosphere. Lebanon’s gov-
ernment operates according to a system of 
“confessionalism,” which allocates top gov-
ernmental positions based on religious af-
filiation; the president must be a Maronite 
Christian, the prime minister a Sunni, the 
president of the National Assembly a Shi‘a, 
and so on. Confessional representation is 
such a delicate topic in Lebanon that no 
census has been conducted since 1932, lest 
the domestic balance of power be upset by 
demographic changes. Furthermore, the 
Lebanese government does not have a monop-
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oly on the use of physical force within its 
borders; the Lebanese army is significant-
ly less powerful than the Shi‘i paramilitary 
organization Hezbollah, which is based in 
southern Lebanon and holds seats in 
parliament. Hezbollah, funded by the Irani-
an government since its inception in 1985 
and supported later by the Syrian regime, has 
recently inflamed Lebanese Sunnis by send-

ing troops into Syria to support the embat-
tled Assad regime. It is within this context 
that Salafism has grown in Lebanon, and 
violent jihad, once the province of extrem-
ist Sunnis outside Lebanon’s borders, has 
found a perch inside the country.

Salafism, a branch of Sunni Islam, was 
founded in Lebanon in the 1960s by Sheik 
Salem al-Shahhal, father of Sheik Dai al-Islam 
al-Shahhal, one of the current leaders of the 
religious movement. Salafism advocates a 
strict and literal application of the Qur’an 
and a return to the practice of al-salaf, or “the 
predecessors,” referring to the Prophet Mu-
hammad and his disciples. Salafism is based 
on three important principles: the belief in 

only one God; da‘wa, or missionary work; 
and jihad. Lebanese Salafi groups for the 
most part followed the quieter traditionalist 
branch of the movement and excluded the 
call for jihad from their practice until 2013.

In 1989, Salafism expanded from its base 
in the north of Lebanon into other regions, 
namely the southern city of Sidon, when 
Dai al-Islam al-Shahhal, fleeing arrest by 
the Lebanese security services, found ref-
uge in the Ain al-Hilweh Palestinian camp, 
from where he started providing lessons. 
Lebanese Salafis largely kept out of politics 
until the 2005 assassination of former Prime 
Minister Rafik Hariri, a moderate Sunni. In 
the political upheaval that followed, Salafis 
aligned themselves with a pro-Western bloc 
against the faction led by Hezbollah and 
aligned with Iran and Syria.

Radicalization of the 
Sunni Street

Since Hariri’s assassination, Lebanese Sun-
nis have become more critical of Hezbollah. 
When five Hezbollah members were accused of 
the assassination at the Special Tribunal for Leb-
anon in 2011, Salafis supported the accusation. 
Sunni hostility toward Hezbollah increased fur-
ther after the assassinations of three notable Leb-
anese Sunnis: police investigator Wissam Eid 
in 2008, Internal Security Forces General 
Wissam al-Hassan in 2012, and former Fi-
nance Minister Mohamad Chatah in 2013. 
“There was a feeling [among the Sunnis] 
that the secular movement did not respond 

“The polarization of Lebanese 
society resulting from the 

Syrian war has allowed 
radical Sunnis in Lebanon 

to play a more active political 
role and has facilitated the 

emergence of extremist 
groups in Lebanon.”
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to people’s expectations during this crisis, so 
people turned to the Islamic street, which 
was more vocal about the oppression of the 
Sunnis and denounced the arbitrary arrests 
of members of our community,” said Salafi 
Sheik Salem al-Rafei of Tripoli.[1]

In 2008, a government decision to shut 
down Hezbollah’s private telecommunica-
tions network and to remove Rafik Hariri 
Airport’s security chief, Wafiq Shoucair, 
over his alleged ties to Hezbollah sparked 
clashes between Sunni and Druze militants 
on the one hand, and fighters affiliated with 
Hezbollah on the other. Other, multiple 
clashes in Tripoli pitting Sunnis against 
Alawites—who hail from the same com-
munity as Assad and are an offshoot of Shi‘i 
Islam—further stoked Sunni resentment 
toward Hezbollah and Shi‘ism. The forced 
collapse of Lebanon’s government in Janu-
ary 2011 also radicalized Sunnis, who were 
distressed over the fall of then-Prime 
Minister Saad Hariri, son of Rafik Hariri. 
This event dovetailed with the Syrian war.

The Syrian uprising has been largely led by 
Syrian Sunnis waging war against a govern-
ment headed by the Alawite Assad family, 
which ruled over Lebanon for 29 years and 
was a major ally and backer of Hezbollah. 
This history has given rise to “a feeling of 
victimization [among Lebanese] Sunnis, 
caused by an alignment of Shi‘i Hezbollah 
with the Syrian regime,” said Lebanese Salafi Sheik 
Adnan Oumama.[2] This feeling translated 
locally with the progressive rise of tensions 

in Lebanon between pro-regime Shi‘a and 
pro-rebel Sunnis. Lebanon’s Salafis began 
holding rallies to show support for their 

coreligionists in Syria. Although Lebanese 
Sunni anger has increased in tandem with 
the Syrian civil war, it has translated to violent 
jihad only recently.[3]

The Syrian War 
and the Call for Jihad

In 2012, the radical Salafi cleric from Sidon, 
Sheik Ahmad al-Assir, started organizing 
marches in Beirut during which he called 
on Sunnis to support the Syrian opposition 
in its fight against Assad. In a 2013 sermon 
he said that “[t]here is a religious duty on 
every Muslim who is able to do so to enter 
into Syria in order to defend its people, its 
mosques and religious shrines, especially in 
Qusayr and Homs.”[4] Meanwhile, in Trip-
oli, Salafi cleric Sheik Salem al-Rafei ar-
gued that Hezbollah’s involvement in Syria 
“should be put to a stop, as it will draw Leba-
non into the conflict by forcing the [rebel] Free 
Syrian Army to bomb Lebanon. By sending 
fighters to Syria, we force the Lebanese govern-
ment to take a stand against Hezbollah.”[5]
Disenfranchised Sunnis, disappointed by 

“Although Lebanese Sunni 
anger has increased in 

tandem with the Syrian civil 
war, it has translated to 

violent jihad only recently.”
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their traditional leadership, supported the 
jihadi statements of rising Islamic leaders. 
This trend was most noticeable among the 
Lebanese youth residing in regions witness-
ing direct confrontation between Shi‘a and 
Alawites on the one hand and Sunnis on 
the other, such as Tripoli, Tarik al-Jdideh 
in Beirut, Sidon, and Palestinian refugee 
camps located in south Lebanon. Slowly 
but surely, the black flag inscribed with the 
Islamic profession of faith—often associat-
ed with jihadi groups—started appearing. 
Salafi sources believe that about 300 fight-
ers have joined rebels in Syria, a number 
that a source from the Lebanese Ministry 
of Interior said was too low. “We believe 
this figure to be in the high hundreds, but 
we do not have accurate statistics,” said the 
source. The killing of over 100 Tripoli men 
alone in the fall of Qalaat al-Hosn in Homs 
in March 2014 hints at a much higher 
number. The flow of fighters has, however, 
been stemmed in recent months due to in-
creased border control.

The State and Sunni 
Marginalization

In addition to sectarian divisions and the 
radicalization of the Sunni street, the 
Lebanese state’s unwillingness or inability 
to enforce order has greatly impacted the 
security situation in Lebanon. Aggravating 
the problem is the fact that when the army 
has intervened, its actions are often seen 
as harsh and based on partisan allegianc-
es. A battle in June of 2013 in the suburbs 

of Sidon was reported to have involved 
followers of a Salafi sheik fighting the 
Lebanese army, a battle in which Hezbollah 
fighters were involved alongside the mili-
tary.[6] Seeing Hezbollah and the Lebanese 
army fight alongside one another greatly 
increased mistrust between the army and 
the Sunnis involved. Bassam Hammoud 
from the Islamic party al-Jamaa al-Islamiya 
noted that “certain power centers with[in] 
the security institutions have been infiltrat-
ed by political factions,”[7] insinuating that 
Hezbollah has at least partial command of 
state institutions.

Tense relations between the Lebanese army 
and Sunni populations are found mostly in 
Sidon and north Lebanon. In the past few 
months, attacks have escalated. In Sidon, a 
Lebanese army officer was killed in Decem-
ber 2013 when two army checkpoints were 
attacked, allegedly by supporters of Sheik 
al-Assir.[8] On January 22, 2014, unknown 
militants launched three separate attacks 
from a suburb of Tripoli and targeted mili-
tary vehicles in Tripoli.[9] In late February 
2014, a suicide bomber targeted an army 
checkpoint in the northeast Lebanese city 
of Hermel, killing two soldiers and a civil-
ian. Despite the fact that the bomber killed 
Lebanese army soldiers, the Nusra Front, an 
offshoot of the al-Qa‘ida-affiliated group of 
the same name in Syria, claimed responsibility 
and stated that the attack was a reprisal for 
Hezbollah and Iran’s military involvement in 
Syria.
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This lack of faith in the Lebanese state is 
particularly evident in the towns of Majdal 
Anjar and Ersal, both in the Bekaa Valley 
bordering Syria. These towns face the prob-
lem of marginalization and mistrust toward 
the central government. The eruption of the 
Syrian war and the resulting exodus of 
Syrian refugees to Lebanon have only aggra-
vated this issue. For example, Ersal is home to 
40,000 Lebanese, yet is currently hosting over 
100,000 Syrian refugees. Ersal residents seem 
to be more supportive of the rebel cause every 
day, as they are overwhelmed by the influx 
of refugees. Ersal has also been the target of 
several attacks from the Syrian army, but the 
Lebanese government has done very little to 
protect the local population. The collapse of 
Qalamoun and the trickling in of thousands 
of Syrian fighters further imperiled the situ-
ation in Ersal. However, the recent security 
plan implemented in the Bekaa Valley and in 
Tripoli seems to have contained the problem 
for now, as evidenced by the arrest of many 
local and Syrian fighters and heads of militias 
involved in attacks against the army.

Attacks Against Hezbollah 
and Its Allies

Within this rise in Sunni radicalism, a number 
of attacks have targeted Hezbollah bastions in 
the Bekaa Valley as well as in Beirut. In May of 
2013, the first salvo occurred when two rock-
ets struck a Hezbollah stronghold in southern 
Beirut. The rockets fell a few hours after Hez-
bollah leader Hassan Nasrallah vowed in a 
televised speech to help Assad gain victory in 

Syria. These attacks slowly escalated, and June 
of 2013 saw three separate roadside bombings 
targeting Hezbollah convoys in the Bekaa 
Valley.[10] On July 9, 2013, a booby-trapped 
car exploded in a parking lot in the southern 
Beirut suburb of Bir al-Abed, wounding 53 peo-
ple.[11] The bombings multiplied, inflicting 
more casualties in August, when a car bomb 
struck southern Beirut, killing 20 people and 
wounding over 100. A Sunni group calling it-
self the Brigades of Aisha claimed responsibility 
for the attack and promised more operations 
against Hezbollah.

A disturbing change in tactics then occurred 
on November 19, 2013, when bombings 
turned for the first time into suicide attacks. 
Two suicide bombings rocked the Iranian 
Embassy in Beirut, killing at least 23 people. 
A Lebanon-based Palestinian organization 
with links to al-Qa‘ida, the Abdullah Azzam 
Brigades, claimed responsibility and threat-
ened further attacks unless Iran withdrew 
its and its allies’ forces from Syria.[12] This 
suicide bombing was followed by several oth-
ers claimed by the Nusra Front in Lebanon. 
In February 2014, another dual suicide 
bombing targeted Iranian interests, specifically 
the Iranian cultural center in the Beirut 
neighborhood of Bir Hassan.

The Rise of a Younger 
Jihadi Generation

The twin Iranian Embassy bombings and 
others are an indication of the rise of a new 
generation of suicide bombers. Interviews 
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have shown that the Syrian cause has been 
at the core of the indoctrination process of 
most or all of these new bombers, many of 
whom are believed to have fought or spent 
time alongside the rebels in Syria before 
returning to Lebanon.[13] While there are 
of course differences between jihadis who 
have fought in Syria and suicide bomb-
ers, they mostly show similarities in their 
youthful age, motives for fighting, and the 
experience they gained across the border. 
The emerging trend is also two-pronged: 
while Sunnis from the north appear to play 
for the most part a supporting role in terror 
attacks or in organizing networks of fighters 
to Syria, those hailing from the south and 
from Palestinian refugee camps, as well as 
Syrian nationals coming from Syria itself, 
seem to be spearheading suicide bombings.

One Lebanese fighter who had been in Syr-
ia explained that the principal reason for 
this new generation of jihadis is “the de-
fense of Sunni children and women who 
are being slaughtered by the regime and the 
party of Satan,”—a reference to Hezbollah.
[14] Another justification used by jihadis 
is that the best way to fight Hezbollah is to 
crush the Assad regime, which has “become 
the weak point of a chain formed by support-
ers of the velayat-e faqih [the Iranian theocrat-
ic system of governance].”[15] Finally, some 
jihadis whose relatives had died were motivated 
simply by a feeling of vengeance. Two of those 
interviewed said that they each had at least 
one relative who had been engaged in ter-
ror activities and had been killed in Syr-
ia or Lebanon.[16] With a few exceptions, 

most jihadis interviewed or whose names 
appeared in local newspapers hailed from 
the impoverished pockets of Tripoli and 
North Lebanon, or from Ersal, Majdal Anjar, 
Sidon, and the Palestinian camps.

The Palestinian Connection

Recent suicide bombings in Lebanon show 
that the civil war in Syria is drawing Pal-
estinian refugees living in Lebanese camps 
into a widening circle of violence. “Dozens 
of young men have been trained for suicide 
operations,” warned a Fatah source.[17] 
Suicide bombing has been, since the 1980s at 
least, a foreign phenomenon in Lebanon, but 
the recent radicalization of Sunnis in Lebanon, 
especially those in Palestinian camps, seems to 
have reinvigorated this long-dormant trend.

The February 2014 arrest of Naim Abbas, 
the Palestinian who allegedly mastermind-
ed many of the suicide attacks that targeted 
Hezbollah areas and purportedly contributed 
to the transfer of Syrian jihadis into Lebanon, 
is a case in point. “Abbas was a member of 

“Sunnis from the north 
appear to play for the most 

part a supporting role in 
terror attacks or in organizing 
networks of fighters to Syria, 
while those hailing from the 
south and from Palestinian 

refugee camps, as well as 
Syrian nationals coming from 
Syria itself, seem to be spear-
heading suicide bombings.” 
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Islamic Jihad and is believed to have staged…
attacks against the UNIFIL [United Nations 
Interim Force in Lebanon],” says a Palestin-
ian source.

Several reasons can explain this active role 
played by Palestinian refugees.

Since the first Palestinian exodus in 1948, refu-
gees have been contained in makeshift camps 
around the country. The discrimination they 
face in their ghettoized reality is exacerbated 
by the restrictions imposed on their choice of 
employment and freedom of movement. This 
volatile environment, as well as external factors 
such as the weakening of secular Fatah and the 
rise of Islamic groups, has shifted the power 
paradigm in camps in Lebanon to one marked 
by the growth of a new Islamist generation. In-
deed, in the past two years, several clashes in the 
Ain al-Hilweh refugee camp have pitted the Fatah 
movement against radical Islamists. According to 
an anonymous Fatah source, these new radicals 
have links with the Nusra Front, which an Islamist 
source in the camp also confirmed.[18]

Palestinians refugees are also believed to 
act as a bridge between Lebanese radicals 
and Syrian radical organizations. According 
to military sources, “Palestinian camps are 
considered as operating rooms for the terror 
networks.”[19] The new radical movement 
in Ain al-Hilweh, which is thought to be the 
heart of this network, is also relying on a new 
generation of jihadis between the ages of 17 
and 25 who have little religious knowledge 
and subscribe to a Manichaean vision of the 

world, although some associated with the 
camp, such as Sheik Jamal Khattab, a main 
Islamist figure, deny such accusations.[20] 
A similar phenomenon seems to be taking 
place in other refugee camps in Lebanon 
such as Burj al-Barajneh, Sabra, and Shatila, 
located in Beirut. Fatah sources believe that 
“sleeper cells have been established in these 
camps.”[21] ( Interview with Fatah sources  
in January 2014.

Palestinians also play a dominant role alongside 
Lebanese and Arab nationals in the Roumieh 
prison, considered after Ain al-Hilweh to be the 
second major terror breeding ground. “Many of 
the statements released by the Abdullah Azzam 
Brigades and taking responsibility for suicide at-
tacks were released from the Roumieh prison,” 
says a military source.[22] The presence of the 
Nusra Front in Lebanon, the Azzam Brigades, 
Fatah al-Islam, Jund al-Sham, and other radical 
Palestinian appellations seem to all point to one 
large nebula operating in Lebanon that shares 
political goals and ideologies.

Conclusion

The Emergence of a Dual Jihadi Dynamic 
Centered Around North Lebanon and Sidon

This paper underscores two separate dynam-
ics taking place in Lebanon. In Tripoli, the 
Syrian street front that pits Sunnis against 
Alawites is one outlet for the anger of the ar-
ea’s radicalized youth. Syria itself constitutes 
another front for the young generation of ji-
hadis. But in northern Lebanon and Tripoli 
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there is no direct point of friction between 
the Sunni youth and members of Hezbollah. 
This indicates that for now, at least, jihad in 
the north will mainly translate externally into 
joining the battle in Syria and internally into 
joining the battle against Lebanese Alawites. 
However, the closing of the borders and the 
fall of areas located close to Ersal and north-
ern Lebanon such as Qalamoun and Qusayr 
has stemmed the flow of fighters into nearby 
Syria for now.

The dynamics in Sidon in the south, as well 
as in the Palestinian camps, namely Ain 
al-Hilweh, are very different. Alongside Syria, 
the Ain al-Hilweh camp acts as an incubator for 
the radicalization process and the organization 
of terror activity, particularly suicide bombings 
targeting Hezbollah.

Neglected Northern Regions 
and the Influx of Syrian Refugees

According to two 2009 reports on poverty 
and living conditions by the Lebanese Social 
Affairs Ministry and the United Nations De-
velopment Program, the north constituted 53 
percent of all poverty in Lebanon, the Bekaa 
Valley 29 percent, the south 22 percent, and 
Beirut below 6 percent. [23] Since then, living 
standards have worsened with the entry 
of over 1.2 million Syrian refugees. Sunni 
populations in northern Lebanon and Ersal 
have become even more disenfranchised.

However, poverty rates are not the only in-
dication of these areas’ marginalization. 
In some regions, with the exception of 

military positions guarding the Syrian bor-
der, little can be seen of the Lebanese state. 
The passivity of the Lebanese army in the 
face of the Syrian army’s incursions and tar-
geted attacks on northern Lebanon and Ersal 
has contributed to the erosion of trust in 
the state. In addition, the growing number 
of Syrian refugees is shifting demographics 
in favor of Sunnis and is contributing to the 
radicalization of both the Sunni and Shi‘a 
streets and the deterioration of the security 
situation. The state vacuum and the rising 
number of Syrian militants are allowing the 
Syrian crisis to further spill into Lebanon 
and strengthen radical movements. 

The situation described above has impacted 
relations between the Lebanese army and 
Sunni populations, mostly in northern Lebanon 
and Sidon. Distrust in military organizations 
has encouraged members of the local populations 
to direct their support to radical organi-
zations instead of state institutions. In the 
current context, it is possible that attacks 
against the army could grow in frequency.

However, the recent spate of bombing attacks 
may have been stopped for now, thanks to 
the formation of a new government that includes 
respected Sunni figures, which allows for a 
defusing of sectarian tensions and the launch 
of a widespread security plan endorsed by all 
political parties. In the absence of a true 
reconciliation process, though, any change 
in the current political relation among major 
players or a shift in the Syrian situation could 
bring the terror threat once again to the 
forefront.
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