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Abstract

Given the distinction between Salafism as a discourse and Salafi movements as the actors
that interpret it in real life, it seems counterintuitive that academic discussions often rely on
that discourse as an explanation of those movements’ role in national politics. There is good
reason to avoid overemphasising the influence of Salafism—besides other issues, it cannot
explain the record of Lebanon’s Shaykh Da‘ al-Islam ash-Shahal and Shaykh Salim ar-Rafi‘1.
As this research shows, those two Salafi shaykhs had inherited the prevailing Najdi or
“Wahhabi” Salafi tradition. But their role in Lebanon’s national Sunni politics from 2005 to
2014 was easier to understand as a reflection of their local structural context and place

relative to the centres of power in it.

This investigation uses documentary evidence to expand on that point by exploring the Najdi
Salafi tradition’s conceptions of political framing and identity, the shaykhs’ shifting political
role, and their relationships to authoritarian Sunni national leaders whose power
consolidated then nearly collapsed from 2005 to 2014. And by analysing media and
academic sources through a framework of resource mobilisation and contentious politics
theories it shows that the shaykhs’ roles changed as those relationships did, thanks to
shifting “demobilisation” patterns of co-optation or repression from above. Despite the
apparent inflexibility of their Salafi religious roots they were still subject to Lebanon’s
authoritarian political realities, and only survived by working within the boundaries that its

authoritarian Sunni leaders set.
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A Note on Transliteration & Formatting

The transliteration of Arabic words is inconsistent because of a deliberate choice to manage
certain problems. For one, there is no single approach for taking words that were spelled
with Arabic letters and spelling them with Latin ones, and as such there is no good reason to
transliterate every single letter in the same way. Conversely, many Arabic speakers have
their own preferred or widely accepted Latin spellings of words. This is especially visible in
Lebanon, where the mixed usage of Arabic, English, and French means that transliterations
can create more confusion than clarity. As such, there is only a constant transliteration style
with words and names that lack widely accepted usage and meaning like ash-Shahal, ar-
Rafi, ‘agida, and so on. That reliance on custom also extends to the inclusion of salawat

marks alongside the Prophet Muhammad’s £ name—as seen just there.



Chapter 1:

Simplistic Solutions to Complex Problems



Historical Questions & a Wider Discussion

While Shaykh Da“T al-Islam ash-Shahal and Shaykh Salim ar-Rafi’s Salafi religious roots made
them stand out in Lebanon’s national politics, the extent to which their political role
reflected those roots or that context was ambiguous. The role that they played had been
significant enough for the former’s passing in Turkey and the latter’s defence of their
religious background and politics to draw media attention. And as the media’s attention
suggested, it was plausibly a religious phenomenon: they had roots in a distinct Sunni Islamic
trend known as “Salafism” and its dominant Saudi Najdi or “Wahhabi” iteration.! In that
reading of the issue, they stood out because their politics were based on extremist leanings.?
But there was also a plausible structural explanation for their prominence: they had simply
filled a space emerged in Sunni politics for Salafis to represent the public from 2005 to 2014
as figures in Lebanon’s national politics—a landscape filled with major social movements,
political parties, government institutions, and special interests.? It suggested that their rise
as national figures reflected the Lebanese Sunni establishment’s declining public credibility

during that period,* and the impact of polarising issues like Syria’s crisis on the Sunni public.’

Considered alongside some other complications, the ambiguities surrounding the shaykhs’
prominence raised separate questions about what shaped the shaykhs’ behaviour. One
problem was that there were differences between discourse—what people said and thought
about things like Salafism—and that behaviour. Ar-Rafi‘l, for example, argued that Salafis
were mostly apolitical and that ash-Shahal’s political views were moderate compared to

radical organisations like “Islamic State,” notwithstanding the fact that his own conduct had

1 Muhammad Abi Samra, Tarabulus Sahat Alléh wa Mina’ al-Hadatha (Dar al-Saqi, 2017), 83-84; Eli Hanna,
"ash-Shaykh Salim ar-Rafi‘r: al-Amir al-Mahbb," al-Akhbar (15/05/2012 2012). https://al-
akhbar.com/Politics/69723.

2 Hazem al-Amin, as-Salafi al-Yatim: al-Wajh al-Filastini lil-Jihad al-‘Alimi wal-Qd‘ida (Dar al-Saqi, 2011), 8-9.

3 Charles C. Ragin, "Comparative Sociology and the Comparative Method," International Journal of Comparative
Sociology 22, no. 1-2 (1981): 105-07; Dieter Rucht, "The Impact of National Contexts on Social Movement
Structures: A Cross-Movement and Cross-National Comparison," in Comparative Perspectives on Social
Movements: Political Opportunities, Mobilizing Structures, and Cultural Framings, ed. Doug McAdam, John
McCarthy, and Mayer Zald (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1996), 187.

4 Daniel Meier and Rosita Di Peri, "The Sunni Community in Lebanon: From "Harirism" to "Sheikhism"," in
Lebanon Facing the Arab Uprisings: Constraints and Adaptation, ed. Rosita Di Peri and Daniel Meier (Palgrave
Macmillan, 2017), 48-49.

5> Geneive Abdo, The New Sectarianism: The Arab Uprisings and the Rebirth of the Shi'a-Sunni Divide (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2017), 82-87; Robert Rabil, Salafism in Lebanon: From Apoliticism to Transnational
Jihadism (Washington D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2014), 10-11.



helped force him to leave Lebanon.® And when ash-Shahal subsequently died in exile in
Turkey while ar-Rafi‘T continued to publicly sit with Lebanon’s Sunni politicians,” there were
clearly unstated complications that made their relationship to the Lebanese context hard to
describe. The closest one could get to simplifying things was instead with a research
guestion: to what extent did the shaykhs’ national political roles reflect their Salafi roots, or

the structure of their context and place in it?

That reflected a wider question about Salafism and Salafis’ role in national politics, as well as
some familiar problems. There has been an ongoing general conversation about Salafism’s
political implications and Salafis’ political role since the early post-9/11 era. It initially
concentrated on the former as a distinct body of religious thought that might have
influenced movements like al-Qa‘ida, and emphasised its Najdi “Wahhabi” currents. But it
also considered those currents’ native Saudi Arabia,® resulting in two productive decades of

research into related transnational religious currents and the Saudi local context.® And prior

6 Jena al-Dahaybi, "ad-Da‘T ash-Shahal: min ‘Adawat an-Nizam as-Sarj ila al-Mawt bi Turkiya," al-Modon
(15/11/2020 2020).
https://www.almodon.com/politics/2020/11/15/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%DI%SA-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B4%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%84-%D9%85%D9%86-
%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%A7%D9%88%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D8%B8%D8%A7%D9%85-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A-%D8%A5%D9%84%D9%89-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%88%D8%AA-%D8%A8%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%AY.

7 Salim ar-Rafi‘T, "Kalima fi Mu’tamar ad-Dhikra as-Sanawiya at-Thamina li Tafjir Masjidi at-Tagwa was-Salam,"
YouTube (25/08/2021 2021). https://youtu.be/7FwxexRRmfU.

8 ltzchak Weismann, "Conclusion: Salafism in the Twenty-First Century," in Salafi Social and Political
Movements: National and Transnational Contexts, ed. Masooda Bano (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2021), 273.

% David Commins, Islam in Saudi Arabia (London & New York: I.B. Tauris, 2015); David Commins, The Wahhabi
Mission and Saudi Arabia (New York: |.B. Tauris, 2009); David Commins, The Mission and the Kingdom:
Wahhabi Power Behind the Saudi Throne (London & New York: I.B. Tauris, 2006); Michael Farquhar, Circuits of
Faith: Migration, Education, and the Wahhabi Mission (Stanford University Press, 2017); Natana Delong-Bas,
Wahhabi Islam: From Revival and Reform to Global Jihad (Oxford University Press, 2004); Raihan Ismail, Saudi
Clerics and Shi‘a Islam (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016); Namira Nahouza, Wahhabism and the Rise of
the New Salafists: Theology, Power, and Sunni Islam (Croydon, UK: 1.B. Tauris, 2018); Mohammed Ayoob and
Hasan Kosebalaban, eds., Religion and Politics in Saudi Arabia: Wahhabism and the State (Lynne Rienner
Publishers, 2008); Hamid Algar, Wahhabism: a Critical Essay (Oneonta: Islamic Publications International,
2002); Muhammad Al-Atawneh, Wahhabi Islam Facing the Challenges of Modernity: Dar al-Ifta in the Modern
Saudi State (Brill, 2010); Madawi Al-Rasheed, Muted Modernists: The Struggle Over Divine Politics in Saudi
Arabia (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015); Stéphane Lacroix, Awakening Islam: The Politics of Religious
Dissent in Contemporary Saudi Arabia, trans. George Holoch (Presses Universitaires de France, 2011); Nabil
Mouline, The Clerics of Islam: Religious Authority and Political Power in Saudi Arabia, trans. Ethan S. Rundell
(Yale University Press, 2014); Michael Cook, "The Hanbalites of Najd," in Commanding Right and Forbidding
Wrong in Islamic Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); Thomas Hegghammer, Jihad in Saudi
Arabia: Violence and Pan-Islamism Since 1979 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Bernard Haykel,



studies of Lebanon’s movements’ have mirrored that. In the wider literature, researchers
have detailed their adaptation to local circumstances and social forces,° as well as their

response to aforementioned issues like weakening Sunni political leadership and growing
Sunni community anxieties over events in Lebanon and Syria—issues that positioned the

Salafis as plausible political alternatives.!!

What made things even more frustrating was that at the same time, ash-Shahal, ar-Rafi,
and those questions about context also mirrored general challenges that arise when trying
to explain Salafis’ role in politics. The shaykhs were known to have incendiary personal views
despite being publicly compromising,!? and the apparent contradiction may be normal.
While some analysts frame Salafis’ religious roots as sources of hostility to wider society and
liberal values,'3 critics have attacked those theories as reductions that ignore Salafis’
diversity and actual religious views,* reflections of prejudicial assumptions about Muslims

and Salafis,* or products of demand for simple answers that ignore academic or ethical

Thomas Hegghammer, and Stephane Lacroix, eds., Saudi Arabia in Transition: Insights on Social, Political,
Economic and Religious Change (Cambridge University Press: 2015).

10 Tine Gade, Sunni City: Tripoli from Islamist Utopia to the Lebanese ‘Revolution’ (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2022), 17, 21-22; Raphaél Lefévre, Jihad in the City: Militant Islam and Contentious Politics in
Tripoli (Cambridge University Press, 2021), 28-30; Zoltan Pall, Salafism in Lebanon: Local and Transnational
Movements (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 157-58.

11 Rabil, Salafism in Lebanon, 4, 46-48, 239-40; Adham Saouli, "Lebanon's Salafis: Opportunities and Constraints
in a Divided Society," in Salafism After the Arab Awakening: Contending with People's Power, ed. Francesco
Cavatorta and Fabio Merone (London: Hurst & Co., 2016), 59.

12 Bernard Rougier, Sunni Tragedy in the Middle East: Northern Lebanon from al-Qaeda to ISIS. (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2015), 181-82, 202-04.

13 Gilles Kepel and Antoine Jardin, Terror in France: The Rise of Jihad in the West, English ed. (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2017), 4; Mitchell Silber and Arvin Bhatt, Radicalization in the West: The
Homegrown Threat (New York City Policy Department, 2007), 32.
https://www.brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/legacy/Justice/20090000.Radicalization.in.the.West-
Statement.of.Clarification.pdf; Cheryl Bernard, Civil Democratic Islam: Partners, Resources, and Strategies
(Santa Monica: RAND, 2004), xv, 2-3; Alejandro Beutel, William Braniff, and Christopher Lee, Debates Among
Salafi Muslims About Use of Violence: Religious Concepts Central to Arguments For and Against Violence
(National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism, 2017), 1-2.
https://www.start.umd.edu/pubs/START_DebatesAmongSalafiMuslimsAboutViolence_SummaryReport_May2
017.pdf.

14 Théo Blanc, "Salafism: Challenged by Radicalization? Violence, Politics, and the Advent of Post-Salafism," in
Salafism: Challenged by Radicalization? Violence, Politics, and the Advent of Post-Salafism, ed. Théo Blanc and
Olivier Roy (European University Institute, 2021), 1-10.

15 Marc Sageman, "The Stagnation in Terrorism Research," Terrorism and Political Violence 26, no. 4 (2014):
566-67; Nadia Fadil and Mayanthi Fernando, "Rediscovering the “Everyday” Muslim," Journal of Ethnographic
Theory 5, no. 2 (2015): 70-71, 82.
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standards.® But even with emerging research, like that in Bano’s recent edited volume
which shows how complex Salafi attitudes and behaviour can shift with their local
circumstances,’ the literature has not established the impact and processes of Salafi
agency,'® particularly as Salafis exercise it when deciding how to orient themselves towards
the state institutions that dominate the domestic context.!® There are links between Salafis’
political role and that context, but “how” and “how much” those defining institutions and
those links shape their role remain unclear. And while a study of ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘’s
cases posed unique challenges like Coronavirus, ash-Shahal’s 2020 passing, and Lebanon’s
socio-economic collapse,?° those challenges did not make them outliers—if anything, they
highlighted data limitations that can arise with unreachable movements or when forecasting
future developments. And from an academic standpoint, they were a reminder of the need

for accessible approaches to research.

This thesis responds to those questions and challenges with a hypothesis: Salafi actors’ role
in national politics is best understood as a reflection of their structural context and place
relative to the centres of power in it, because those centres of power define the mix of
opportunities and constraints which will shape the role of marginal actors like Salafi
movements. Lebanon’s Sunni political landscape as a historical test case for that hypothesis.
As that national Sunni order grew increasingly unstable from 2005 to 2014, ash-Shahal and
ar-Rafiv’s roles shifted to reflect the changing structure of their political context and their
place relative to its centres of power. That explanation is simpler than what one might find
in the historical studies that describe the enmeshment of Lebanon’s Salafi and Islamic

activist movements in Tripoli’s social fabric and their reputations for fundamentalism or

16 Thomas Hegghammer, "Reviewed Work: Hatred's Kingdom: How Saudi Arabia Supports the New Global
Terrorism by Dore Gold," review of Hatred's Kingdom: How Saudi Arabia Supports the New Global Terrorism,
Dore Gold, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 34, no. 2 (2007): 231; Sabine Damir-Geilsdorf and Mira
Menzfeld, "Methodological and Ethical Challenges in Empirical Approaches to Salafism: Introduction," Journal
of Muslims in Europe 9, no. 2 (2020): 143-44.

17 Masooda Bano, ed., Salafi Social and Political Movements: National and Transnational Contexts (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2021), 2-3.

18 Guy Robert Eyre, "Quietist ‘Scholastic’ Salafism in Morocco since the Arab Spring," in Salafi Social and
Political Movements: National and Transnational Contexts, ed. Masooda Bano (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2021), 89-90.

19 Eyre, "Quietist ‘Scholastic’ Salafism in Morocco since the Arab Spring," 93-94.

20 Adam Gallagher, "Amid Historic Crisis, Has a New Hope Emerged in Lebanon?," United States Institute of
Peace (23/06/2022 2022). https://www.usip.org/publications/2022/06/amid-historic-crisis-has-new-hope-
emerged-lebanon.
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violence.?! The ensuing research is also less detailed than studies of intra-Salafi religious
disputes,?? the social factors behind key figures’ political role,? or Salafism’s history as a
source of identity amidst social forces like secularisation and anti-immigrant sentiment.?*
And it will ignore well-studied dynamics like communities’ generational divides,?® social
forces like the economic pressures on communities,?® or the interpersonal interactions

between movements’ members and their context.?’

Despite their limits, that simple hypothesis and the ensuing research are enough to explain
the problems surrounding Salafi figures like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘, as well as the role that
they play in a local landscape of national politics. This introduction goes on to show that it
pays necessary attention to Salafis’ context and the causal processes behind their behaviour,
using a structural explanation based on theories of resource mobilisation and contentious
politics. And as shown by later chapters’ explorations of the shaykhs’ Najdi Salafi tradition
and Lebanese context, terms and concepts from the secular academic tradition can produce
satisfactory explanations of Salafis’ behaviour, even if understanding the shaykhs as people

requires a much deeper grasp of Islam and their relationship to it. And it is possible to do

21 L efévre, Jihad in the City, 11-12, 430-31; Fida Itani, al-Jihadiyyan fi Lubnan: min “Quwwat al-Fajr” ila “Fatah
al-Islam” (Beirut: Dar as-Saqi, 2008), 82-83.

22 See Assaf Moghadam, "The Salafi-Jihad as a Religious Ideology," CTC Sentinel 1, no. 3 (2008): 14-15; Shiraz
Mabher, Salafi-Jihadism: The History of an Idea (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 84-86; Cole Bunzel,
"From Paper State to Caliphate: The Ideology of the Islamic State," Brookings Analysis Papers (March 2015
2015): 7-10. https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/The-ideology-of-the-Islamic-State-
1.pdf.

23 See Brynjar Lia, Architect of Global Jihad: The Life of Al-Qaeda Strategist Abu Mus'ab Al-Suri (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2008), 24-27; Thomas Hegghammer, The Caravan: Abdallah Azzam and the Rise of
Global Jihad (Cambridge University Press, 2020), 463-65.

24 Mohamed-Ali Adraoui, "Salafism In France: Ideology, Practices and Contradictions," in Global Salafism:
Islam's New Religious Movement, ed. Roel Meijer (Oxford University Press, 2014), 365-66, 71-72.

25 Qlivier Roy, "France’s Oedipal Islamist Complex," Foreign Policy (07/01/2016 2016).
https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/01/07/frances-oedipal-islamist-complex-charlie-hebdo-islamic-state-isis/.

26 Mohammad Abu Rumman, | am a Salafi: A Study of the Actual and Imagined Identities of Salafis (Amman:
Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, 2014), 38-39; Frederic Wehrey and Anouar Boukhars, Salafism in the Maghreb: Politics,
Piety, and Militancy (Oxford University Press, 2019), 141-42.

27 Anabel Inge, The Making of a Salafi Muslim Woman: Paths to Conversion (New York: Oxford University Press,
2017), 222-24; Martijn de Koning, "Changing Worldviews and Friendships: An Exploration of the Life Stories of
Two Female Salafis in the Netherlands," in Global Salafism: Islam’s New Religious Movement, ed. Roel Meijer
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 410-12; Sabine Damir-Geilsdorf and Mira Menzfeld, "Who Are ‘The’
Salafis? Insights into Lifeworlds of Persons Connected to Salafis(m) in North Rhine-Westphalia, Germany,"
Journal of Muslims in Europe 6 (2017): 34-40; Terje @stebg, Localising Salafism: Religious Change among
Oromo Muslims in Bale, Ethiopia (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 311-12, 20-22; Mohamed-Ali Adraoui, Salafism Goes
Global: From the Gulf to the French Balieues (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), 3-5; Olivier Roy, Jihad
and Death: The Global Appeal of Islamic State, trans. Cynthia Schoch (London: Hurst, 2017), 3-6.
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that with existing documentary evidence that indicates ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘’s role from
2005 to 2014, and a comparative methodology which links that role to their Lebanese
context rather than their religious roots. Although that leaves some space for a further
discussion at the end, successive chapters show that the political role of Salafis like the two
shaykhs can be understood in structural terms as reflections of their context and place

relative to the centres of power in it.

Discourse, Actors, & Conceptual Boundaries Between Them

Salafism as a Discourse

A doctoral thesis is a good format for asking and addressing questions about Salafis’ role in
national politics—the issue, after all, represents a general problem, and simply describing
Salafism and Salafis is not a satisfactory solution on its own. The literature can still explain
Salafism in simple terms as a revivalist Sunnt Islamic discourse, but that defines a wider
transnational Salafi social movement rather than the specific political actors that appear to
say and do stuff in national politics. And when it comes to what Salafis will really say and do
in that national landscape, the problem is that as political actors they can interpret the
discourse and its implications as they like, while being trapped in a local context that
pressures them to act on it in certain ways. Taken together, that raises a basic problem when
explaining Salafi movements’ role in politics: Salafis can ignore ideas but not local
circumstances, placing a boundary between them and the discourse than made them seem

distinct in the first place.

That discourse-actor boundary is not self-evident in a basic description of the Salafi
tradition’s core religious ideas. The tradition’s foundational creed (‘aqgida) centrally
emphasises the issue of tawhid—the unitary nature of God—and the need to avoid acts of
disbelief, particularly via accidentally associating things or people with God (shirk).?® But
Salafis stand out by stressing their rejection of new religious ideas and actions as corrupting

innovations (bid‘a), and adopting strict interpretations of Islam’s revelations and original

28 For perspectives on tawhid and shirk that fit into the Wahhabi/Najdi tradition, an accessible English example
is Yasir Qadhi, A Critical Study of Shirk: An Explanation of Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s Kash al-Shubuhat
(Birmingham: al-Hidaayah, 2003).
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traditions as universal guides.?® And a wider methodology (manhaj) turns that ‘agida into
action, stressing the example of the early Muslim community’s first three generations of

“righteous predecessors” known as the salaf as-salih, hence the name Salafi.3°

And it is worth admitting that in isolation, expanding on Salafism’s stated roots strengthens
its claims as the revival of a pure Islamic tradition. Intellectually, it appears to emulate those
first generations and rely on foundational texts, avoiding later Islamic scholarly
developments.3! Historically, that links the resulting movement and name to the Abbasid-era
Ahl al-Hadith movement. It also entangles it with Ahmad bin Hanbal’s (d. 855CE) disputes
with philosophical or rationalist theologians, and later refinements on related ideas from
figures like Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 1328CE). And contemporary Salafis present themselves as the
authentic inheritors of correct understandings of tawhid from that historical tradition, unlike
deviators like Sufis, Shi‘a, and other Muslims whose theological trends were or became

corrupt.3?

But a closer look at Salafis’ religious lineage and attitudes reveals divisions amongst them
instead of a unified tradition. Many Salafis defer to a more recent Najdi “Wahhabi” tradition

of Saudi Arabia and its founder, Muhammad bin ‘Abd al-Wahhab (d. 1792CE).33 Besides his

29 Bernard Haykel, "On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action," in Global Salafism: Islam's New Religious
Movement, ed. Roel Meijer (Oxford University Press, 2014), 38-39.

30 Joas Wagemakers, Salafism in Jordan: Political Islam in a Quietist Community (Cambridge University Press,
2016), 27-30, 40-45. Professor Wagemakers was very helpful and happy to answer his emails, which was very
real of him.

31 Emad Hamdeh, Salafism and Traditionalism: Scholarly Authority in Modern Islam (Cambridge: Cambrige
University Press, 2021), 31-32.

32 Raihan Ismail, Rethinking Salafism: The Transnational Networks of Salafi ‘Ulama in Egypt, Kuwait, and Saudi
Arabia (New York: Oxford University Press, 2021), 12-14.

33 Abu Khadeejah Abdul-Wahid, "Defining Salafiyyah And Its Call (Da’wah): Islam, the Sunnah, the Salaf and the
terms: Salafi, Athari, Ahlus-Sunnah and Ahlul-Hadeeth. (Part 1)," AbuKhadeejah.com (21/01/2021 2021): 8.
https://abukhadeejah.com/defining-salafiyyah-and-its-call-dawah-islam-the-sunnah-salafi-athari-ahlus-sunnah-
ahlul-hadeeth-part-1/.
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writings on tawhid, shirk,** takfir (excommunication),® and sectarian issues,® his
understandings of figures like Ibn Taymiyyah influence those circles, as do Saudi scholars
who can speak on his ideas.?’” But while later chapters show that Najdi Salafism is salient for
figures like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘l, it does not capture movements linked to other figures
like Muhammad ash-Shawkant (d. 1834CE).38 And Salafis’ authority is contested. While
popular ideas in Najdi Salafism like al-wala wal-bara (loyalty and dissociation) support Salafi
denunciations of outsiders,3° Sunni scholars from other backgrounds similarly embrace ideas
of religious revival and purity while disputing Salafism’s legitimacy.*® And as noted later,

there are significant disagreements in the movement about political engagement.

All that is to say that there are ambiguities and discontinuities, which are hard to reconcile
with Salafi claims of unique authenticity. Salafis emphasise a pure ‘agida and legitimate
manhaj, but the former is a generic term while directing worship towards God is a
foundational Islamic concept, and the latter partly resembles orthodox Islamic law.*! One
might clarify things by emphasising links to Ibn Taymiyyah or Ibn Hanbal’s thinking,*? but
that begs questions of why only some of those figures’ views were absorbed—Ilbn

Taymiyyah’s views on Sufism, for example, were more nuanced than some Salafis’ anti-Sufi

34 Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, Yasir Burhami, and Tal‘at Marzlq, Kashf ash-Shubuhat (Rabat: Dar al-lman,
2008); Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, al-Usdl ath-Thalatha wa Udillatuha wa Yaliha al-Qawa‘id al-Arba‘a
(Riyadh: Dar al-Watan, N.D.); Muhammad lbn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, Kitab at-Tawhid, Modern Reprint ed. (Maktaba
‘Ibad ar-Rahman, Maktabat al-‘Ulum wal-Hukm, 2008); ‘Abd al-Rahman bin Muhammad bin Qasim an-Najdi,
ad-Durar as-Sunniyya fil-Ajiba an-Najdiya, Sixth ed. (N.P., 1995). https://wagfeya.net/book.php?bid=7836.

35 Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, Matan Nawagid al-Islam (N.P., N.D.). https://www.noor-
book.com/en/ebook-%D9%86%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%82%D8%B6-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%85--pdf.

36 Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, Risala fir-Radd ‘ala ar-Rafida (Mecca: Dar al-Muamin al-Turath, 2009).

37 Muhammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, The Foundations of Islam, trans. Aba Rumaysah (Birmingham: Dar as-
Sunnah Publishers, 2010), 22-29; AFECC Scotland, "Shaykh Badr Ibn Alee Al-Utaybee | 3 Fundamental Principles
(1 of 6)," YouTube (26/07/2016 2016). https://youtu.be/lptCxfDWUjo.

38 Frank Griffel, "What Do We Mean By “Salafi”? Connecting Muhammad ‘Abduh with Egypt’s Nar Party in
Islam’s Contemporary Intellectual History," Die Welt des Islams 55, no. 2 (2015): 209.

39 Muhammad bin Salih al-‘Uthaymin, Sharh al-Usal ath-Thalatha: Li Sharh al-Islam Muhammad bin ‘Abd al-
Wahhab (Alexandria: Dar al-Iman, 2001), 34-36; Abdul-Wahid, "Defining Salafiyyah And Its Call (Da’wah): Islam,
the Sunnah, the Salaf and the terms: Salafi, Athari, Ahlus-Sunnah and Ahlul-Hadeeth. (Part 1)," 8.

40 Nuh Ha Mim Keller, "Who or What is a Salafi? Is Their Approach Valid?," Masud.co.uk (N.D. 1995).
http://www.masud.co.uk/ISLAM/nuh/salafi.htm.

41 philipp Bruckmayr and Jan-Peter Hartung, "Introduction: Challenges from “The Periphery”? — Salafi Islam
Outside the Arab World. Spotlights on Wider Asia," Die Welt des Islams 60, no. 2-3 (2020): 147.

42 Haykel, "On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action," 40; Griffel, "What Do We Mean By “Salafi”?," 204-05.
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hostility,*® and he represented only one branch of Hanbali thought.** Figures like ash-
Shawkani emerged outside the Najdi tradition,*> whose founder Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab himself
differed from Ibn Taymiyyah.*® Salafis’ interpretive legal approaches (ijtihad) like ar-Rafi‘T’s
are similarly unhelpful, yielding rulings that will reflect context rather than a rigid received
tradition.*” And “Salafi” also captures some late Ottoman and Colonial era modernist
trends.*® As such, there seems to only be space for an intellectually cautious explanation of
Salafism: given the resistance to generalities like bid“a, it is partly relative and better
understood by its opposition to other developments.*® Outsiders can describe Salafism
generally in absolute religious terms, but it will be difficult to define individual movements

and their role in society by looking to the religious generalities alone.

Those ambiguities mean that describing Salafis’ nonnegotiable views does not really capture
how they will all relate to wider society, inviting a cautious view of Salafism as something
that outside observers can understand best as a discourse which identifies a broad
movement. Salafism and Salafis do claim authenticity in competitions for Sunni religious
authority, and in the wider dispute about what an Islamic revival resembles, revives, keeps,
or discards, that resembles yet another branch in the Islamic “discursive tradition” that
defines Muslims’ present-day practice while linking them to Islam’s values, history, future,
and community.*® But a broad characterisation allows only a broad diagnosis: Salafism is a
discourse that identifies a contemporary Salafi social movement built from identifiable

groups with shared ideas, objectives, and behaviour that differ from wider society and the

43 Arjan Post, "A Glimpse of Sufism from the Circle of Ibn Taymiyya: An Edition and Translation of al-Ba‘labakki’s
(d. 734/1333) Epistle on the Spiritual Way (Risalat al-Sultk)," Journal of Sufi Studies 5 (2016): 159-60.

44 Abdul Hakim Murad, "Islamic Spirituality: the Forgotten Revolution," Masud.co.uk (N.D.).
http://masud.co.uk/ISLAM/ahm/fgtnrevo.htm.

45 Bernard Haykel, Revival and Reform in Islam: The Legacy of Muhammad al-Shawkani (Cambridge University
Press, 2003), 225-26.

46 Delong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam, 250.

47 S3lim ar-Rafi, Ahkam al-Ahwal ash-Shakhsiyya lil Muslimin fil-Gharb (Beirut: Dar ibn Hazm, 2015), 29-34.

48 Griffel, "What Do We Mean By “Salafi”?," 219.

49 Jonathan Brown, "Even If It's Not True It's True: Using Unreliable Hadiths in Sunni Islam," Islamic Law and
Society 18, no. 1 (2011): 41; Philipp Bruckmayr, "Salafi Challenge and Maturidi Response: Contemporary
Disputes over the Legitimacy of Maturidi kalam," Die Welt des Islams 60, no. 2-3 (2020): 302-03; Emad
Hamdeh, "Qur’an and Sunna or the "Madhhabs"?: A Salafi Polemic Against Islamic Legal Tradition," Islamic Law
and Society 24, no. 3 (2017): 214-15.

%0 Talal Asad, "The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam," Qui Parle 17, no. 2 (2009): 20-21.
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institutions of a social environment.®! And it leaves questions of what role those groups will

play in society.

Salafi Actors in Context & a Discourse-Actor Boundary

If Salafism’s discourse situates shaykhs like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T in a wider social
movement, then one implication is that a boundary separates it and the Salafi actors who
form movements with observable political behaviour. That political quality is not some
artificial thing that outside observers imagine, even if the literature has struggled to frame it
in shared terms or agree on its influence over Salafi movements. Haykel argues that unless
one adopts unduly rigid notions of politics that deliberately exclude religious actors and their
ideas, Salafism itself informs “a distinctive form of engagement with the world” that will
have political implications.>? But Lauziére separates that long-running religious discourse
from political movements that are not always meaningfully linked to it.>® Going further,
Weismann makes a more cautious argument that Salafism evolved with its adherents in their
context, forming a diverse tradition with political elements and branches.>* And Bishara
reinforces those latter two, warning against imagining “a stream of ideas and traditions with
its own autonomous history” or ignoring Salafis’ active role as people who are responsible

for re-imagining it and its sources.>

Between those disagreements, there is space to argue that Salafism is a political
phenomenon and Salafi movements specifically are political actors. That overlaps with a
general idea that Muslim politics covers communities’ underlying “rules and discourse,”>®
which Salafism’s idealised “artificial social order” can inform.>” And Haykel’s position

works—discourse, actors, and behaviour can be distinct but entangled, as Meijer indicates

51 pavid Snow, Sarah Soule, and Hanspeter Kriesi, "Mapping the Terrain," in The Blackwell Companion to Social
Movements, ed. David Snow, Sarah Soule, and Hanspeter Kriesi (Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 6.

52 Haykel, "On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action," 34-35.

53 Henri Lauziére, "The Construction of Salafiyya: Reconsidering Salafism from the Perspective of Conceptual
History," International Journal of Middle East Studies 42, no. 3 (2010): 372, 75.

54 Itzchak Weismann, "A Perverted Balance: Modern Salafism between Reform and Jihad," Die Welt des Islams
57, no. 1 (2017): 36-37.

55 Azmi Bishara, On Salafism: Concepts and Contexts (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2022), 2-3, 6-8.

56 Dale F. Eickelman and James Piscatori, Muslim Politics, Second ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2004), 7.

57 Olivier Roy, Globalized Islam: The Search for a New Ummah (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004),
267.
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n u

when discussing Salafism’s “doctrine,” “appeal,” and “relationship with politics and
violence.”>8 But their differences make it easier to describe Salafism’s core concerns like
tawhid, shirk, and bid‘a as a political issue, while treating the behavioural implications as a
separate one.>® That separation suggests that Salafi movements are best understood as
“political actors” who decide the behaviour that affects the rules and discourses of political

life.®0

When discussing observable political behaviour, that distinction between discourse and
actors suggests a conceptual boundary separating Salafism as the former and Salafi

Ill

movements as the latter. Salafism might resemble a puritanical “great tradition” wherein
ideas enjoy more influence than in an informal “little tradition,”® or as one of Islam’s
“programmatic discourses” distinct from “practices of unlettered Muslims.”®? But non-Salafis
are sceptical: some Islamic scholars question whether adherents’ personal concerns like
perceived authenticity outweigh religious influences,®? and there are academic arguments
that Salafis embrace Islamic scholarship incoherently to canonise their views.®* And
Salafism’s rigid discourse does not prevent most Salafis from being flexible. Hostility to
Sufism, for example, contrasts with calls for courtesy towards Sufis themselves,®> while ash-
Shahal and ar-Rafi’’'s Lebanese movement would show a gap between Salafism’s intellectual

foundations and practical manifestations.®® Researchers can argue that Salafism offers

“floating” religious discourses about ideal activities and obligations,®” or defer to earlier

58 Roel Meijer, "Introduction," in Global Salafism: Islam's New Religious Movement, ed. Roel Meijer (Oxford
University Press, 2014), 3.

%9 Joas Wagemakers, "Salafism: Generalisation, Conceptualisation and Categorisation," in Contextualising
Salafism and Salafi Jihadism, ed. Magnus Ranstorp (Danish Centre for Prevention of Extremism, 2020), 22-23;
Meijer, "Introduction," 17.

80 Frederick W. Frey, "The Problem of Actor Designation in Political Analysis," Comparative Politics 17, no. 2
(1985): 127-29.

51 Ronald Lukens-Bull, "Between Text and Practice: Considerations in the Anthropological Study of Islam,"
Marburg Journal of Religion 4, no. 2 (1999): 4.

52 Asad, "The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam," 21.

83 Abdul Hakim Murad, Travelling Home: Essays on Islam in Europe (Cambridge: The Quilliam Press, 2020), 137-
39.

64 Wasim Shiliwala, "Constructing a Textual Tradition: Salafi Commentaries on al-‘Aqida al-tahawiyya," Die Welt
des Islams 58, no. 4 (2018): 468-69.

5 Abu Usamah At-Thahabi, "Hadith 38—Quality Not Quantity," MuslimCentral.com (27/07/2022 2022).
https://muslimcentral.com/abu-usamah-at-thahabi-hadith-38-quality-not-quantity/.
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general theories that the ideals differ from the actors who imposed or accept them within
everyday constraints.®® But that still leaves a distinct gap between an ideal discourse and

actors who shape it, suggesting that the former never truly controls the latter.

A detailed explanation of political behaviour that factors in Salafism as a discourse and
Salafis as actors should either bridge that boundary or make the issue simpler. The boundary
reinforces a sense of Salafism and Salafi actors like ash-Shahal and ar-RafiT as social
movements. But social movement theories offer conflicting views about how to manage it,
leaving a causal question: is behaviour discursive—reflecting actors’ underlying views or
desires to challenge society’s symbolic norms and values—or do material issues of resources
and outside pressure shape it more?® For outsiders, Salafism and Salafis’ contested religious
foundations—and sceptical about their motivations—suggest the latter. While the
movement has a “collective consciousness,” its attachment to wider society depends on real
people that have their own private thoughts and must balance their subjective conceptions
of values against subjective readings of social context.”® Stated differently, Salafi actors “are
not texts generated by other texts but socio-political phenomena.”’* With shaykhs like ash-
Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T and their politics, that invites a polite fiction which concentrates on
observable things: Salafism’s fundamentals make it an Islamic religious phenomenon, while
Salafi movements are essentially just actors in an observable context who can be understood

by their place relative to its key actors or forces.

A Literature of Typologies & Its Issues

The literature has relied heavily on typologies of Salafism to explain Salafis’ politics, but
those leave questions about the causal processes linking discourse to actors and the
influence of context, and they also struggle to explain relatively inaccessible cases like ash-
Shahal and ar-Rafi‘l. The academic discussion began in earnest with Wiktorowicz’s 2006

Anatomy of the Salafi Movement—an academic journal article that relied on the logic of

8 Max Weber, The Sociology of Religion, trans. Ephraim Fischoff, Fourth ed. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1993), 34-
37, 168-69, 209.

5 Fred Kniss and Gene Burns, "Religious Movements," in The Blackwell Companion to Social Movements, ed.
David Snow, Sarah Soule, and Hanspeter Kriesi (Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 704-05, 06-07.

70 Emile Durkheim and Steven Lukes, The Rules of Sociological Method, trans. W.D. Halls, First American ed.
(New York: The Free Press, 1982), 35-36, 171.

"1 Bishara, On Salafism: Concepts and Contexts, 148.
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“new social movements” theories to build typologies of movements based on divisions in
Salafism’s discourse. Wiktorowicz’s approach links movements to one of three manhaj
types,’? which manifested themselves in historical Saudi Salafi currents.”® The premise is that
Salafis share an ‘agida but each manhaj informs different responses to “issues and
problems,” producing those three categories. First, “purists” or quietists’ manhaj
emphasises doctrinal purity and proselytization while opposing political action. Second, the
“politico” or haraki manhaj advocates protest within and against the established socio-
political order. And third, a jihadi manhaj supports violence against political orders that
deviate from correct belief.”# All told, it describes Salafis and Salafism from a distance at
which they are nationally visible alongside other social movements, state institutions, and
similar actors. And it frames the behaviour of the former as a reflection or product of the

latter, rather than establishing how or how much interpretation happens.

Wiktorowicz’s approach and findings are not universally accepted. The issue is not that there
is a single fundamental flaw, but rather that it is not a solution to every problem. One sign of
that is the fact that some researchers accept it without significant comment.”® For them, it
offers an imperfect but sensible framework,’® or they find that their own findings and
resulting distinctions between Salafis mirrored the 2006 article.”” There are criticisms:

classes based on manhaj are more rigid than practicalities allow,’® Wiktorowicz made jihadr

72 Quintan Wiktorowicz, "Anatomy of the Salafi Movement," Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 29, no. 3 (2006):
214.

73 Wiktorowicz, "Anatomy of the Salafi Movement," 207-08.

74 Wiktorowicz, "Anatomy of the Salafi Movement," 214, 16-17, 21-23, 25-27.
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the Jihadi Current," Mediterranean Politics 18, no. 1 (2013): 109-11.
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thinking seem further from other Salafis than it was,”® or he narrowly viewed politics or
overemphasised religious movements’ political character.®? There are also flexibility issues:
does it capture cases that fit multiple categories,®! diverging understandings of tawhid, or
differing source interpretations when defining right practice?®? And typologies can seem
awkward when Salafism is a dynamic discourse and distinctions between movements’
approaches to politics can blur as their circumstances and behaviour change.® For
researchers that have limited data that last point will stick out as an issue—they may be
working with relatively inaccessible cases like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi, trying to forecast

future events, or managing some other data problem.

It should be noted that scholars mostly accept Wiktorowicz’s general approach. The reasons
are obvious: it is possible to divide people into a typology based on what they observably
said and did. Wagemakers refines the categories, adding quietists who are distant or loyal
from the state and politicos who embrace or reject party politics,* satisfying more
authors.® Pall’s study of Lebanese Salafis—including ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘i—argues that
Wiktorowicz mistakenly frames some Salafis as totally withdrawn from public life,2® and

responds to that mistake by dividing them according to credal and legal views on rigid
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obedience to rulers and the practicality of working in or outside the system.?” Hegghammer
suggests that religious typologies ignore actors’ fluidity, and compares Salafis’ rationales for
certain courses of action.®8 And Brachman emphasises perceived religious-legal
differences,®’ drawing criticism that his distinctions are unclear, and questions of how his
and others’ intended audience of security practitioners informed them.%® Of course, it and
some other studies’ narrow focus is logical—Maher’s distinction of “violent rejectionists,”
for example, really only distinguishes jihadr actors from other Salafi movements, but it is also
explaining jihadism.?* And taken together, those other studies show that typologies largely
held firm—they, too, are showing that one can reasonably divide and categorise different

actors by looking at available evidence of what they said and did.

But those typologies still leave general questions about the discourse-actor boundary and
the implications of actors’ context. That local context appears especially significant with
Wiktorowicz’s 2006 study. In it, a focus on Saudi Arabia potentially excluded other cases,?
and invited questions about how its pressures shaped Salafis political orientation. It was
arguably a more difficult issue to ignore in the case of Saudi Arabia, too. Historically, Saudi
authorities co-opted a Najdi Salafi discourse to preserve stability,®® and the resulting social
order often alighed with many Salafis’ outlook.®* For Wiktorowicz’s purists, that left an
uncertain distinction between religious discourse and pragmatism, especially given the
positions that leading figures received through state political accommodations and a social
order that they saw little reason to change.® And with haraki movements there was a
guestion about the influence of external actors like the Muslim Brotherhood, disruptive

modernising forces that coincided with upsurges in haraki concerns about state

87 pall, Lebanese Salafis Between the Gulf and Europe, 25-28.

8 Thomas Hegghammer, "Jihadi-Salafis or Revolutionaries?," in Global Salafism: Islam's New Religious
Movement, ed. Roel Meijer (Oxford University Press, 2014), 259, 62-63.

8 Jarret M. Brachman, Global Jihadism: Theory and Practice (London: Routledge, 2009), 26.

% Wagemakers, "Salafism: Generalisation, Conceptualisation and Categorisation," 32-33.

91 Maher, Salafi-Jihadism, 10-11.

92 Wiktorowicz, "Anatomy of the Salafi Movement," 207.

9 Wiktorowicz, "Anatomy of the Salafi Movement," 207-08; Abdulaziz al-Fahad, "Ornamental
Constitutionalism: The Saudi Basic Law of Governance," Yale Journal of International Law 30, no. 2 (2005): 378,
85.

9 Henri Lauziére, The Making of Salafism: Islamic Reform in the Twentieth Century (Columbia University Press,
2016), 199-200.

9 Madawi Al-Rasheed, A History of Saudi Arabia, Second ed. (Cambridge University Press, 2010), 120.

22



responsibilities, and regional shifts.?® It all leaves an obvious question that will be familiar to
anyone with experience in the social sciences: could things would have been different if the

actors’ circumstances had been different?

And the similarities to “new social movement” theories present an academic issue: it is
difficult to use the logic of typologies with cases where limited data is available, like ash-
Shahal and ar-Rafi‘l. Those theories legitimised a supposed link between discourse to
behaviour by emphasising politics’ discursive quality, and assuming that movements find
sources of political power, acquiescence to them, or opposition against them symbolically
significant.9” But that assumes that movements are persuasive actors which coexist rather
than competing or reconciling with local sources of power.*® Those assumptions work if
Muslim politics is, arguably, about language—things people say, and the symbolism of things
they do.® And that symbolism was significant for Salafi movements like the Saudi Sahwa—
mentioned in the second chapter—whose members distinguished themselves from wider
society with distinct clothing and conduct.'® But critics suggest that new social movement
theories ignored actors’ place in context when relying on wealthy middle class movements,
which could disregard the material concerns of resource-poor counterparts.'° And in
divisions of movements into “waves” that reflect emerging ideas just as Wiktorowicz’s

n u

typology identifies movements that espoused “purist,” “politico,” and jihadi beliefs, critics
see an ignorance of actors’ continuous internal debates about how to interpret ideas.’%? No

actor automatically responds to context,'%3 and with detailed descriptions of actors’

% Lacroix, Awakening Islam, 69; Wiktorowicz, "Anatomy of the Salafi Movement," 222.

97 Alberto Melucci, "The Symbolic Challenge of Contemporary Movements," Social Research 52, no. 4 (1985):
793-94, 97; Alberto Melucci, Nomads of the Present: Social Movements and Individual Needs in Contemporary
Society, ed. John Keane and Paul Mier (London: Hutchinson Radius, 1989), 45-47, 49.

%8 Alberto Melucci, Challenging Codes: Collective Action in the Information Age (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996), 164-66; Carl Boggs, Social Movements and Political Power: Emerging Forms of
Radicalism in the West (Temple University Press: Philadelphia, 1986), 52-54.

% Eickelman and Piscatori, Muslim Politics, 5-6.

100 | acroix, Awakening Islam, 60-61.

101 Micaela di Leonardo, Exotics at Home: Anthropologies, Others, and American Modernity (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2000), 111-12; Nelson A. Pichardo, "New Social Movements: A Critical Review," Annual
Review of Sociology 23 (1997): 417-18; Craig Calhoun, ed., Social Theory and the Politics of Identity (Cambridge:
Blackwell, 1994), 22-23.

102 Marc Edelman, "Social Movements: Changing Paradigms and Forms of Politics," Annual Review of
Anthropology 30 (2001): 294, 96-97; Nancy Whittier, Feminist Generations: The Persistence of the Radical
Women’s Movement (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1995), 77-79.

103 jon Elster, Explaining Social Behavior: More Nuts and Bolts for the Social Sciences (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2007), 165-68.

23



observable discourse and behaviour, precise causal processes are not necessarily
important.1% But when there are only limited details about actors’ ideas or actions,
identifying crucial missing pieces and finding ways to work within those limits becomes
important, and it is hard to do that with the new social movement theories that largely

overlook questions of cause and context.

A comparison to “process” formulations of social movement theory suggests that those
problems are solvable with a “structural explanation” that considers actors’ apparent
relationship to a describable structure. That ignores Salafis’ religious identity, but grounds
things in tangible structures of local context—cultural, legal, institutional, and other sources
of opportunities for action or constraints that limit it.2%° Salafis’ ideals will shape perceptions

106 \while different Salafi movements can relate to context

and responses to that structure,
similarly, resembling each other.%” And as other research shows, findings can indicate
changes in Salafism’s discourse of what is right conduct, without necessarily forecasting
behaviour.1 But what matters is that observers with less data can link Salafi actors’ tangible
political role to their place in that structural context,'% explaining it with the processes that
influence those sorts of actors’ place and behaviour therein.!? And it allows a simple

hypothesis: ash-Shahal and ar-Rafiv’s political role reflected the structure of their context

and place relative to its centres of power.
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Structural Approaches & Social Movement Theory

A structural explanation fills the gaps with a framework of resource mobilisation theory that
captures the shaykhs and their national structural context, and contentious politics theory
that describes their place relative to its centres of power and the processes—particularly
“demobilisation”—behind it and their subsequent role. Resource mobilisation theory helps
describe what Salafi actors and their environment are in simpler terms, by framing the
former’s behaviour as responses to factors in the latter.!! It makes figures like ash-Shahal
and ar-RafiT significant actors as leaders of movements,*'2 in which they defined resources,
actions, and goals.''3 And rather than describing all of the wider context, it prioritises
structures of opportunities to mobilise resources and constraints on actors’ ability to
mobilise them.'* Unlike other approaches, it ignores individual details like the social climate

115 elements of historical context like circumstances,

or members’ psychological state,
dynamics, and discourse that other studies describe,''® and the deeper biographies that one

finds in studies of Lebanese Sunni and Shi‘i leaders like Fathi Yakan,!” Husayn Fadlallah,**®
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and Musa Sadr.'?° But it also keeps things focused by concentrating on how actors use
human or material resources, communicate strategically to access key institutions or

constituencies in wider society, and compete or cooperate with their peers.1?°

With that resource mobilisation approach and an added assumption of marginality, the
structural explanation of Salafi actors’ political role is that it depends on their relationship
with centres of power. Theoretically, Salafis will usually seize perceived opportunities to use
resources in ways that advance their interests, or respond to perceived constraints like
restrictions on activities or threats of crackdowns.!?! But Salafi movements are marginal—
unable to accept or change the political order—and consequently they tend to distance

themselves from state institutions,??

participated in state-accepted ways, or faced state
discouragement or punishment for engagement.'?® That is true in Lebanon, too, where
researchers describe “mainly a social movement” in a narrower world of religious politicking,
which operates within society rather than as a serious contestant for the power held by
Lebanon’s political elite.??* And that marginality lends importance to “centres of power” that
can use their own significant material resources and political influence to shape marginal
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players’ opportunities and constraints,*“> making Salafis’ relationship to those centres of

119 See Majed Halawi, A Lebanon Defied: Musa al-Sadr and the Shi’a Community (New York: New York, 1992);
Rula Jurdi Abisaab, "Sayyid Musa al-Sadr, the Lebanese State, and the Left," Journal of Shi’a Islamic Studies 8,
no. 2 (2015); Fouad Ajami, The Vanished Imam: Musa al Sadr and the Shia of Lebanon (London: 1.B. Tauris & Co,
1986).

120 McCarthy and Zald, "Resource Mobilization and Social Movements: A Partial Theory," 1216-17.

121 Hanspeter Kriesi, "The Political Opportunity Structure of New Social Movements: Its Impact on Their
Mobilisation," in Politics of Social Protest: Comparative Perspectives on States and Social Movements, ed. J.
Craig Jenkins and Bert Klandermans (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995), 168-69; Christian
Davenport, State Repression and the Domestic Democratic Peace (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2007), 47-49.

122 James Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1987), 240.

123 Boubekeur, Salafism and Radical Politics in Postconflict Algeria, 214-15; Bonnefoy, "How Transnational is
Salafism In Yemen?," 326-27; Emmanuel Karagiannis, "The Rise of Electoral Salafism in Egypt and Tunisia: the
Use of Democracy as a Master Frame," The Journal of North African Studies 24, no. 2 (2019); Masbah, "Salafi
Movements and the Political Process in Morocco," 94-96.

124 Rola el-Husseini, "The Current Status of Lebanon’s Sunni Islamists," Middle East Institute (09/12/2014 2014).
https://www.mei.edu/publications/current-status-lebanons-sunni-islamists; Tine Gade, Return to Tripoli: Battle
Over Minds and Meaning Amongst Religious Leaders Within the Islamist Field in Tripoli (Lebanon) (Norwegian
Defence Research Establishment, 2009), 9-11. https://publications.ffi.no/nb/item/asset/dspace:3556/09-
00915.pdf; Lefevre, Jihad in the City, 11-12; ‘Abd al-Ghant ‘Imad, al-Harakat al-Islamiyya fi Lubnan: Ishkaliyat
ad-Din was-Siyasiyya fi Mujtama“ Mutanawwi‘ (Beirut: Dar Altalia, 2006), 60-61.

125 Charles Tilly, The Contentious French (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1986), 27-28, 32.

26



power crucial to their resulting role in politics.?® If resource mobilisation theory makes ash-
Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T tangible by describing them as actors that depend on a wider structure
that offers opportunities to seize and constraints on their ability to do so,'?” the logical

conclusion is what they can and will actually do is a reflection of their relationships with the

more powerful actors which shape that structure.

Contentious politics theory explains why Salafis’ role in politics will generally appear to
reflect that structural context and place relative to those centres of power. Its broad
dynamics of influence and control describe the underlying processes of actors’ interactions
“with elites, authorities, and opponents” amidst similar structures of opportunities and
constraints.’?® There is a caveat: marginal actors have agency but may conflict with others,
including powerful ones that set the boundaries of acceptable conduct.'?® But generally, it
links marginal actors’ place to elite interests and the political dynamics that shaped them.3°
As a result, powerful actors’ changing circumstances, interests, or perceptions affect
marginal actors, as elites become polarised and seek visible distance from marginal players

131

like Salafl movements,*3! or draw them close when collaboration seems beneficial.'3? That is

why in Lebanon, for example, Sunni elites like the Hariri family’s Future Movement shaped

ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi’'s opportunities and constraints from 2005 to 2014, drawing the
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shaykhs close or distant to political power,*** while the shaykhs survived by waiting for those

126 McAdam, Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency, 1930-1970; Mario Diani, "Social
Movements and Social Capital: A Network Perspective on Movement Outcomes," Mobilization: An
International Journal 2, no. 2 (1997): 129.

127 Quintan Wiktorowicz, ed., Islamic Activism: A Social Movement Theory Approach (Bloomington, United
States: Indiana University Press, 2004), 13-14.

128 Sidney Tarrow, Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2011), 6.

129 Sidney Tarrow and Charles Tilly, Contentious Politics, Second ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015),
62-63.

130 Tarrow and Tilly, Contentious Politics, 59-60.

131 Tarrow and Tilly, Contentious Politics, 84-85.

132 Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly, Dynamics of Contention (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2004), 66, 322; Charles Tilly, Popular Contention in Great Britain, 1758-1834, Paperback ed. (New York:
Routledge, 2005), 137.

133 Sidney Tarrow, Doug McAdam, and Charles Tilly, The New Transnational Activism (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2005), 74-76; Sidney Tarrow, Democracy and Disorder: Protest and Politics in Italy 1965-1975
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 22-23, 48-49.

27



actors to provide resources and avoiding rhetoric that attracted constituents but defied

elites’ boundaries.'3*

Contentious politics theory also defines specific processes—particularly “demobilisation” —
by which centres of power shape the place and role of marginal actors. Depending on how
elites perceive Salafis as accessories or threats to those interests, the latter actors will face
confrontation or repression from above that marginalises them, or facilitation that enables
them as partners within society for those elites or assimilation as accessories to elite
power.13® The resulting pressures may be indirect—they may come as marginal players
consider whether they are sending threatening or inviting signals to elites, or receiving
warnings from above.3® But it generally means that Salafis not only can but must exercise

Ill

some agency by calculating their political “space”—the limits of acceptable speech and
actions—and either shifting accordingly or attracting unwanted attention.'3” And it lets
observers simplify the issue to one of “demobilisation:” various downward pressures and
interventions that require marginal actors to perceive and adapt to other actors boundaries,
amidst co-optation as elites draw closer to Salafi actors and their behaviour, and repression
as they marginalise those actors and limit their influence. It should be noted that the other
demobilisation process of “defection”—withdrawal from politics—was arguably absent from
ash-Shahal nor ar-Rafi‘T’s experience between 2005 and 2014.38 But as the discussion
chapter later shows, it is something that the two shaykhs’ Lebanese contemporaries and
other Salafi actors from around the region exhibited. So, the point stands: contentious

politics theory and demobilisation captured the processes that shaped their place and role in

a structural context.
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The need to test that theoretical framework of resource mobilisation and contentious
politics theories makes the shaykhs and Lebanon suitable case studies, particularly in the
period from 2005 to 2014. Contentious politics theory does admittedly raise questions of
whether Lebanon’s civil state would constrain its elites and the processes by which they
managed the affairs of marginal players.?3° But that was a weak kind of state—the kind that
has long empowered a political class of confessional leaders who preside over confessional
blocs like the Sunni, Shi‘l, and other communities, and compete openly for national power
while maintaining authoritarian control over closed confessional power structures that
include marginal SunnT actors like the Salafi movement.2*° The autocratic character of those
arrangements and their impacts on actors like the Salafis would prove especially pronounced
after 2005, as the Hariri-dominated Future Movement’s consolidated power in Lebanon’s
Sunni community and the wider pro-independence March 14 coalition.'*! That did not make
Salafis like the two shaykhs into extensions of Sunni elite power, and worsening instability
over issues like Syria drove popular mobilisation after 2011—a resource opportunity for
Salafis to visibly exercise their agency—while the political vacuum following the Hariri
government’s collapse reduced the constraints on their ability to do so.?*? But it did mean
that Lebanon was a place where the contention between Salafis and the centres of power
was an especially visible phenomenon with few confounding variables, especially in the
climate of impunity during 2013 and 2014’s national gridlock freed elites to use repression
and facilitation in increasingly transparent ways.*? For privileged observers who could study

the situation without living through it from 2005 to 2014, Lebanon was an ideal test case for
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a framework of social movement and contentious politics theories that explained the

political role of Salafis like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T in structural terms.

Comparative Methodology & Documentary Sources

Within that theoretical framework, a grounded comparative methodology uses documentary
evidence to test its core hypothesis: ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘r’s national political roles shifted
as a reflection of their changing structural political context and place relative to its centres of
power. That methodology recognises a familiar evidence-handling issue in Islamic studies: it
is difficult to interpret the intended meaning of Islamic sources on their own terms because
those sources come from a fundamentally different philosophical context to the research
itself.144 But it also recognises that in discussions about Islam’s relationship to politics, it is
possible to describe the symbolism, words, and actions by which people and texts reflect
discourse and their context.'#> To that end, the methodology handles evidence in a
“grounded” way. It looks for the generalisable processes by which discourses would and
actors did articulate a sense of political identity and political framing, and describes the
observable symbolism, words, and actions by which they do that.1#® That results in a simple
point that can be rationalised by contentious politics theories and the specific
demobilisation concept: actors’ observable statements, symbolism, and behaviour appear to
reflect the Najdi tradition’s ideal conceptions of political life less than issues in the shaykhs’

structural context and their place relative to the centres of power in it.

That approach makes a study of the two shaykhs viable if not necessarily detailed. It mirrors

147

well-established approaches of comparative history,**” and much like new social movement

theory approaches, it will miss issues like actors’ private calculations. But with an emphasis
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on the necessary causes, processes, and outcomes it is a realistic option,**° particularly when
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it is testing theories that only need evidence of the shaykhs’ roles as visible actors and the
traceable processes of demobilisation by the visible centres of power that shaped their place
in Lebanon.'*° With that limited focus, it makes the Lebanese context accessible for
outsiders as a national one populated by the visible representatives of movements like the
shaykhs, parties like the Hariris’ Sunni establishment, and the Lebanese state. And it makes
ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘v’s politics easier to explain by focusing on the political statements

and actions that indicated their political role in that national landscape.*°

That comparative approach’s grounded nature comes from its focus on two complementary
issues in social movement theory: the shaykhs’ expressions of “political framing” and of
“political identity.” Political identity makes it easier to capture Salafism as a discourse by
looking for language that distinguishes Salafis from non-Salafis, and if or how non-Salafi
people and things are reduced to narrow stereotypes that fit into Salafism’s framework of
belief and disbelief.!>! Alongside that, framing is the language in which Najdi Salafi discourse
and Salafi actors defined the wider context, diagnosing problems in the social order,
describing and prescribing action that can address them, and motivating support for it.2>? It
is easier to infer than identity—actors’ actual behaviours can be taken as indications of
“collective action frames,” which can stem from “societal mentalities” based on Salafism’s
values, or “political culture” based on shared “concern and definitions” of actors’ wider
context.'>® But both issues lend themselves to being used in a comparison that gauges the
influence of Salafism and Salafis’ environment. Religious discourse can shape conceptions of
identity, framing, and resulting political behaviour, yet social context,*** actors’ personal

history, and other views can ultimately manifest more clearly in their political identity and
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framings.’>> And that offers clear language for the case that later chapters make: the Najdi
Salafi tradition provided conceptions of identity and framing that could inform their political
rhetoric and role, but ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi’'s own identity and framing described concerns

and definitions that reflected their shifting context and place in it.

That grounded comparative approach also makes it easy to find and handle primary
evidence that indicates how Najdi Salafi discourse could inform Salafi actors’ political
identity and framing. The methodology closely examines primary sources concerning the
nonnegotiable core of Najdi Salafism— ‘agida—to establish how the tradition would have
actors articulate a sense of political identity by defining who belongs to a community, who
does not belong, and why. It also closely studies primary sources concerning issues of law
and society—fatawa, social writings, and personal letters—to establish how Najdi Salafism
foundational sources framed political problems and their urgency, as well as the solution to
those problems and its importance. And it narrows its focus to primary sources from
Muhammad bin ‘Abd al-Wahhab, his descendants in the first two Saudi states, and their

references like Ibn Taymiyyah, because of their standing in the Najdi tradition.

That grounded comparative methodology also makes it easy to handle primary evidence
which illustrates the difference between Salafi actors’ ideal conceptions of political identity
and framing, and the indications of identity and framing in their actual rhetoric and
behaviour. It uses media reporting, books, and academic materials that describe observable
social facts—what people explicitly say, what people visible do, and what things visibly
happen—and the forces that seemingly caused them.'>® And it recognises that ash-Shahal,
ar-Rafi‘l, and other public figures’ personal religious deliberations and behavioural
calculations are unobservable,*” and that the influences and processes by which actors
interpret Islamic discourse can be unclear.'®® That makes it possible to engage constructively
but cautiously with figures like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘l, whose prominence has seen

published books, documented public appearances and statements, and extensive reporting
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32



on their public activities. And it results in research that mirrors Arsan’s study of Lebanese
political history,>° for example, relying heavily on existing English and Arabic academic
journals, books, and a combination of international and Lebanese media reporting to

capture national actors and context.

Chapter Outline

The thesis lays foundations for that comparison in the next two chapters. The second
explores the shaykhs’ religious roots and reinforces the original question, while identifying
the conceptions of political identity and framing in Najdi Salafism’s understandings of belief
and disbelief. Concentrating on Najdi “Wahhabi” Salafism and its founder Muhammad bin
‘Abd al-Wahhab’s views, it illustrates Salafism’s potentially stark implications. But
contextualising it in the history of the first two Saudi States in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries also highlights the interpretive processes and history that make its political
implications uncertain. And the third state’s twentieth century history shows how the
tradition became an activist force by the time ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘Tinherited it, but also
reinforces the core research question: to what extent were ash-Shahal and ar-Rafir’s
political roles best understood with reference to their religious roots and Salafism’s rigid

discourse, or their national structural context and place in it?

The third chapter shows that Lebanon’s Tripoli is an ideal place to address that question. For
one, it was home to shaykhs like ash-Shahal, ar-Rafi‘l, and a wider Lebanese Salafi
movement that had developed Najdi roots comparable to those of Saudi movements. And
like Saudi Arabia it had an authoritarian political structure where power sat with a narrow
range of actors—particularly the Hariri family’s Sunni establishment—whose resources and
influence marked them as “centres of power.” But more importantly, it was easier to
observe the processes of resource mobilisation and political contention by which the
shaykhs’ structural context and place relative to the centres of power shaped their role. And
as a place where power sat with a wider political class rather than a single ruling family, it

was subject to constant national political instability that would force those centres of power

159 Andrew Arsan, Lebanon: A Country in Fragments, Paperback ed. (London: Hurst & Company, 2018).
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to redefine the space for actors like the Salafis, begging the basic question of whether the

Salafis’ role would shift accordingly.

After that, three chapters prove the basic hypothesis: ash-Shahal and ar-Rafir’s role
reflected the structure of their context and place relative to its centres of power. The fourth
shows that ash-Shahal’s national political role from 2005 to 2010 appeared to shift as a
resource mobilisation approach suggests. He initially deferred to the Hariri family’s Future
movement after the Syrian government’s 2005’s withdrawal from Lebanon, due largely to
his limited ability to mobilise resources and resulting dependency on opportunities. But after
Lebanon’s May 2008 Crisis and the establishment’s pivot from partners like ash-Shahal, the
shaykh capitalised on Tripoli’s ensuing violence and positioned himself as someone whose

framing and identity spoke for the deepening anxieties of an isolated Sunni public.

Drawing on contentious politics theory, the fourth chapter explains half of why a Salafi
shaykh like ash-Shahal’s role reflected that structural context and his place in it. Looking at
his and ar-Rafiv’s role after the Hariri government’s January 2011 collapse and the Sunni
establishment’s withdrawal from national public leadership, it shows that ash-Shahal and ar-
Rafi‘T exercised more agency in the space that emerged for alternate representation of the
Sunni public amidst Syria’s worsening crisis. But it also shows that their agency lacked
impact. Their political advocacy for attention and action on certain issues was

160 35 was ar-RafiT’s religious activism in narrow religious spaces where politics

contentious,
was a contest of religious ideas.®! But they remained marginal actors who could not affect
political change, religiously grounded or otherwise.'®? From their place at the peripheries of
Sunni national power rather than the centre of it, they would not shape events that were

unfolding around them like Tripoli’s ongoing violence.®3
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The sixth chapter completes that explanation by exploring Sunni elites’ demobilising
influence on the shaykhs following the Miqgati government’s 2013 resignation and the
successive national climate of elite impunity. Rather than deliberately working with Sunnt
leaders, ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘l faced patterns of co-optation from above when their
politics legitimised Sunni leaders’ interests or their place in Sunni society made them
accessories in elite resource mobilisation. And instead of deferring to elites’” authority ash-
Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T faced threatened or actual repression, as Sunni leaders defined and
enforced the shaykhs’ acceptable political space. To survive, their role—as indicated by their
political identity and framing—had to respect the demobilising boundaries that the centres
of power set. And while ar-Rafi‘r did that and survived as the establishment’s indirect
partner amidst 2014’s crackdowns, ash-Shahal’s inability to adapt forced him to flee

Lebanon as a suspected threat.

A final discussion chapter summarises the findings. To that end, it generalises those findings
and a clarifies their limitations. Looking beyond Lebanon and 2014, it shows that basic
questions about the influence of discourse or context were lasting ones, but the opportunity
to address them in Lebanon from 2005 to 2014 was passing. And it expands on a structural
explanation of Salafis’ political role. For one, it shows that the Lebanese cases illustratively
but not exhaustively depicted Salafis’ demobilisation, while other cases showed that another
demobilisation outcome—defection from participation in politics—was possible. It also
highlights the importance of the centres of power as actors that can reshape Salafis’ political
space in whatever arbitrary and extreme ways their interests demand. And it shows that
while resource mobilisation theory cannot capture Salafism’s political impact, Salafi leaders’
emergence, or Salafi actors’ internal dynamics, but it is possible to fill the gaps by carefully
parsing actors’ historical, cultural, and political context. It does not fully describe ash-Shahal
and ar-RafiT’s life and politics, but it explains their role as a reflection of the Lebanese

national structural context and their place relative to its centres of power.
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Chapter 2:
Najdi Salafism & Its Ambiguities
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Introduction
Ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘l’s religious roots were in a Najdi Salafi tradition that shaped the way

that Salafis talked about the world more than how they behaved in it. While Najdi Salafism
offered them clear conceptions of political framing and identity based on distinct
understandings of belief and disbelief, it left familiar questions of whether and how context
would shape their actual role in politics. It was not an ideological program that inevitably
shaped actors’ public role in any single way—if anything, hints of an interpretive relationship
to sources made the tradition’s practical implications unclear, while three centuries of
history showed that its adherents’ politics had aligned heavily with the realities of their
context. And even by the eighties when ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘Tinherited the tradition in its
increasingly activist form after graduating from the Islamic University of Madinah, there was
a familiar question: as actors at the national level, to what extent would their political role
reflect religious roots in Najdi Salafism’s rigid discourse, or their structural context and their

place in it?

Several issues in Najdi Salafism’s substance and formative history reinforced that question.
First, its creed offered stark conceptions of political identity and framing. But Ibn ‘Abd al-
Wahhab's religious roots and role as an enabler of the first Saudi State’s (1744-1818)
expansion indicated a deeper and possibly pragmatic interpretive process. Second, the
tradition’s legal foundations described an authoritarian political structure in which Salafi
scholars enjoyed an elitist role. But there were still similar signs of interpretation that were
only reinforced by Najdi scholars’ historical support for the second Saudi State’s (1824-1891)
authoritarian crackdowns. Thirdly, the twentieth century saw some adherents become
increasingly engaged as activists in wider society while illustrating that even state-aligned
elites were politically active. But the path of Saudi Arabia’s religious institutions and activist
movements left questions of whether any apparent quietist-activist distinctions were
products of Salafism as a discourse, or the Saudi structural context and actors’ place relative
to political power in it. There was little question that ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T had inherited a
distinct tradition within the wider fold of Islam. But that tradition’s substance and history
invited a simpler explanation of their role in politics that centred round context rather than

creed.
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Najdi Creed’s Conceptions of Political Rhetoric & Identity

Najdi Salafism’s credal roots offered stark conceptions of political identity and framing, but
they did not explain Salafis” behaviour on their own. It was still worth considering them—
there was a chance to expand on ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘’s stated general views by situating
them in a larger Najdi framework of ‘agida and law. But on their own they only said so
much. The general affirmations of Najdi creed offered community members only a vague
sense of personal identity built on shared belief, and there were signs that they were subject
to interpretation rather than being transmitted as a clear orthodoxy. And although its
negative elements clarified things by identifying outsiders and framing threats in terms of
disbelief, they too appeared subjective when considered alongside the tradition’s history
and that of its founder—Muhammad bin ‘Abd al-Wahhab—in the first Saudi State. All told,
Najdi creed offered language which could justify a wider political project and hold a
community together, but its subjective intellectual foundations and ambiguous history left

guestions about the influence of its adherents’ context.

Ash-Shahal & ar-Rafi‘T’s Credal Foundations

Najdi Salafism’s affirmations of ‘agida helped expand on the shaykhs’ stated views and
defined an underlying sense of personal identity, but whether the implications went further
than that was unclear. That was not to say that those stated views were shallow—ar-Rafir’s
writings, for example, described Muslims’ sense of self with indications of what they
believed about God and particularly the concept of tawhid. As an affirmation of the oneness
of God, that concept had three pillars. First, tawhid ar-rububiya recognised God as unique,
supreme, and without any partner in Lordship. Second, there was God’s singular
entitlement, tawhid al-uluhiya, to receive worship. And third, ar-Rafi‘l drew meaning from
God’s names and attributes as affirmations of that—as ar-Rahman He was supremely
merciful, while as al-Madlik He was supreme in His lordship.1%* Those affirmations of how to
know and worship God did not stand alone, and there were hints of a sense of framing as

well as identity. The opposite of tawhid—shirk—framed things like idolatry, seeking

164 Salim ar-RafiT, al-Hadith al-‘Ashir: al-Umma al-Wahida, Silsila fi Zilal as-Sunna, (Beirut: Dar ibn Hazm, 2018),
33-34.
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165 and failures to recognise God’s role in worldly affairs as a

intercessors with the Divine,
sign of faulty worship or even disbelief.1®® And the resulting dangers to Muslims’ identity
made his denunciations of religious innovations—bid‘a—seem sensible. Citing lbn
Taymiyyah (D.1328), for example, he warned that the slow embrace of praying over graves
had been a pathway to shirk that destroyed the Prophet Noah’s people.'®” Taken together,

there was a sense of who believing Muslims were and who they were not.

Those specifics of tawhid that ar-Rafir described did not offered a comprehensive worldview
on their own, though. It was important to avoid overstating their implications. Some issues
like the notion of God’s names and attributes, for example, were not entirely unique to
Salafism or its distinct sources. Scholars with roots in other theological schools, like the
Ash‘art tradition, discussed them as well even if their definitions and understandings
differed.®® But the explicit interest in Ibn Taymiyyah helped to situate ar-Rafi‘t and his other
views within the traditionalist theological sphere adopted by figures like Ibn ‘Abd al-
Wahhab,®® who used the same narration for the same point.}’? And those views illustrated
an irreducible part of Salafis’ personal identity: certain views about God, the integrity of
one’s relationship to Him, and an anxious avoidance of deviation from worshipping him. But
alone, it was still unclear what implications ar-Rafi’s expressed views had for his visible
behaviour, and more specifically of how he and similar figures expanded on those generic

concepts of belief. There was more to the tradition.

Ash-Shahal’s emphasis on the salaf as-salih was a tacit indication not just of his own views,
but also a broad indication of how the Najdi tradition expanded on its fundamentals of
tawhid. In some of his public religious discussions, the shaykh was really covering two issues:

how he believed one might best act on those foundational ideas, and that he considered his
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movement distinct from other actors in society. Ash-Shahal spoke about politics and religion
more than he wrote, and linked the fundamentals like tawhid to an authentic kind of Muslim
identity.}”! But he also built on that by stressing that the salaf as-salih were key role models
for two reasons. Personally, following their example would enable sincere worship and
correct understandings of the Qur’an and Sunnah. And socially, he believed that it marked
the community and its members as being from a saved sect,'’? citing a hadith interpreted to

indicate 73 communities, of whom 72 would be consigned to hellfire.'”?

Ash-Shahal was not the only figure who lent religious reverence and practical relevance to

the salaf. Ar-Rafi‘ cited them when enjoining charity towards others,’4

and as an authority
when warning against the creeping acceptance of shirk,}”> mirroring the position of Ibn ‘Abd
al-Wahhab.1’® It was not the only way that ash-Shahal mirrored or expanded on ar-Rafi7’s
views, either: the former referred to terminology that marked him as a Salafi, framing creed
as ‘aqgida and practice as manhaj, while stressing the issues of bid‘a and shirk.}’” Not all of
those ideas were Salafi concepts in isolation—many non-Salafi Islamic scholars embraced
the same notions of a saved sect and righteous early generations even if their
interpretations slightly differed.'’® But the whole package of understandings about what to

affirm and reject—and his insistence on speaking about it—indicated the shaykh’s Salafi

religious roots and how he generally wanted to act on them.

Still, the shaykhs’ basic notions of tawhid and the salaf as-salih were not a comprehensive
political outlook on their own. The central problem was that neither said much about where

the limits of a community and what its role in wider society would be. Both men were clear
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that the Salafi movement coexisted alongside similar parties but was still a distinct social
force. Just as ash-Shahal said that Salafis were vulnerable to the same political threats

against the wider Sunni community,”®

ar-Rafi‘t bemoaned specific slanders against the
movement.!8% And in the national politics of Lebanon dominated by state institutions and
political parties, ash-Shahal asserted Salafis’ role as actors in Sunni political matters that
cooperated with others as appropriate.’®! But that coexistence did not sighal common
identity with the wider Sunni community, and ash-Shahal was clear that religious matters
still set them apart. Unlike others, the Salafi movement was returning to the method of the
salaf as-salih, and on as-sirat al-mustagim—the straight path.'® And it left a question of

how exactly the shaykh and the Najdi Salafi tradition had reached that conclusion, how he

would frame the outsiders who did not share it, and what that meant for everybody else.

A Vague Personal Identity & Credal Fundamentals

While it was difficult to say how people would behave by describing Najdi Salafism’s
fundamental affirmations, looking at what other Najd1 Salafis did was not going to clarify
things. If anything, Najdi thought’s formative intellectual roots and history only added to the
problems with hints of personal interpretations rather than a received orthodoxy. There had
been hints of that as Muhammad bin ‘Abd al-Wahhab formed the tradition, starting with his
native context of eighteenth-century Najd where the issues seemed more personal than
political. That was not to ignore the sense that the place had invited political disruption, and
the signs of underlying political instability were there. For one, there was a political
landscape which was disorderly at best and vested power in a few rival families.*®3 And
water and grazing land fell under the control of nomads who raided their sedentary

neighbours out of necessity or boredom.8* As such, it was hard to say that there was some
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kind of stabilising force to keep things in one shape or another. On the contrary, there was
no stabilising influence from above thanks to the disinterest of Ottoman authorities, who
cared more about the southwestern Hijaz region with Makkah and Medinah, Yemen to the
South, and al-Ahsa to the east at an intersection with the Persian Empire.'8> If Najd was a
national context like the Lebanese one in which ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T stood out—
alongside other representatives of national parties, social movements, and special

interests—then it was ripe for political competition.

But those markers of political instability were only significant when viewing Najd from a
distant national perspective, and that perspective overlooked two basic facts: Najdi
Salafism’s story began as a human one, and the historical catalyst for its emergence was
Muhammad bin ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s awkward personal circumstances. There was a mismatch
between his potential and Najd’s soporific religious landscape. Like contemporaries such as
ash-Shawkant (1759-1839) in Yemen or inheritors like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafii, '8 the
shaykh’s roots—in his case, a lineage in a religious family—might have laid foundations for
his rise to political power in that competitive landscape.'®” But that family was part of a
religious establishment of mostly Hanbali jurists who worked from specific settlements
rather than common institutions, as binding agents for local religious identity more than
catalysts of political change.®® As such, the young man who would become a shaykh was a
promising person in a stifling place that offered few opportunities for the religious learning
which could build on any potential he had.'® Fortunately, he was not the first person to
have that problem and it was a solvable one. Najd’s limited prospects for religious education
had seen other prospective students head elsewhere, after all.1*® And Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab
would follow that precedent and hit the road, circulating from Najd to Makkah, al-Ahsa,
Madinah, and Basra. It would be the start of a study tour that broadened his horizons and
laid foundations for a new Islamic tradition and—for political reasons discussed later—a new

Najdi political order.%!

185 Mouline, The Clerics of Islam, 47.

186 Haykel, Revival and Reform in Islam, 18.

187 Al-Juhany, "The History of Najd Prior to the Wahhabis," 255.

188 Syed Farid Alatas, Applying Ibn Khaldin: The Recovery of a Lost Tradition in Sociology (Routledge, 2014), 76.
189 Cook, "The Historians of Pre-Wahhabi Najd," 173.

190 Commins, The Wahhabi Mission and Saudi Arabia, 10-11.

191 Mouline, The Clerics of Islam, 52.

42



That personal context still only explained so much, of course, and the shaykh’s own
interpretive agency would be key to the Najdi tradition’s all-very-human origins. That
interpretation was normal, including for his teachers. One of them, Muhammad Hayyat al-
Sindhr, did not reflect any single mentor and passed through places like Madinah without
settling into a single place or movement.'®? But normal or not, it meant that Ibn ‘Abd al-
Wahhab’s views would diverge from al-Sindhi,!°3 and from his student contemporaries.!%*
Even though they shared his curiosities about scholarly matters like ijtihad—legal
interpretation—and big-picture issues like a revival of Islam, the shaykh’s contemporaries
like Shah Wali Allah were also more tolerant of other Islamic traditions like Sufism.%> That
was not to ignore the fact that Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab was a curious guy who took interest in
others’ ideas—he learned about figures such as Ibn Taymiyyah, for example, under al-
Sindh'’s tutelage in Madinah.'%® But his journey and the lessons he took from it were still
fundamentally personal and sources suggest that the shaykh’s views solidified in Basra,
where he explored the city’s ample hadith repositories and encountered Shi‘a whose
practices he would come to detest.'®” Much like ar-Rafi‘T he had circulated abroad,
encountering various teachers, settings, and ideas.'® But he was not just an empty vessel for
whatever ideas his studies, teachers, or the existing tradition to fill, and by the time of his
return he held views that appeared to diverge from the Hanbali-dominated landscape that

had been beneath his potential, and from Sunni Islam’s orthodoxy more generally.1*°
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Those “nuances” did not make Najdi Salafism’s origins incomprehensible for outside
observers, and the resulting conceptions of Muslim personal identity would—if only partly—
reflect a received tradition within Sunnit Islam. The shaykh’s message was simple: every
Muslim needed to learn and act on key principles of their ‘agida—who they worshipped,
what religion they followed, and the identity of their Prophet & —but the underlying
concept was tawhid.??° And he embraced the same three pillars as his Lebanese inheritors,
with an affirmation of God’s singular Lordship in tawhid ar-rububiyya and His singular right
to be worshipped in tawhid al-uluhiyya. And more importantly, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab
accepted all of God’s mentioned names and attributes in his understanding of tawhid al-
asma was-sifat, separating him from narrower philosophical conceptions like those of the
Ash‘ari school.?°! That aligned him with past thinkers like Ibn Taymiyyah, who articulated
similar objections to philosophical theology and its approaches like the kalam cosmological

argument for God’s existence,?%2

while generally embracing the same threefold conception
of tawhid. And it would see later Najdi authors laud the shaykh not just as a reviver of
Ahmad bin Hanbal and Ibn Taymiyyah’s ideas,?%® but as someone who returned Muslims to
the Qur’an and Sunna while confronting the corruption of his time.?°* There was something
to those links—Ahmad bin Hanbal similarly called for an acknowledgement of God’s self-
described Self and avoid disbelief,2%> and implied that Muslims needed to acknowledge it
with all His attributes.?°® Yet at the same time, the newer shaykh’s thinking went beyond the

basic fundamentals of tawhid or an unexplained emphasis on the example of the salaf as-

salih. >’
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Those basic intellectual and historical roots turned Najdi Salafism into a puzzle: as a
“discourse” it was a simple issue with obvious sources, but that discourse was the product of
a real human story in which the founder’s journey highlighted ambiguities and subjectivities
that shaped the implications for society and Salafis’ place in it. The shaykh had planted
himself firmly in the tradition of Ibn Taymiyyah and earlier figures like Ibn Hanbal, but there
were questions about interpretation that were difficult to answer through a secular
philosophical lens. Like Najdi Salafism, that tradition’s basic theology was partly a contextual
product. Its theology had originated and matured in response to philosophical alternatives,
while its legal history contained disagreements and divergences between members of the
Hanbali field. And generally, any attempt to emulate early practice required the investigation
and deciphering of the Salaf.?°® Those ambiguities were not just the results of a deficient
secular analysis—they were acknowledged and managed by Ibn Taymiyyah’s al-‘Aqida al-
Wasitiyya, for example, which called readers to accept the Qur’an’s apparent indications of
things like God’s names and attributes without pretending to always understand them, and
resolved uncertainties by referring to the Sunnah.?°® And they made the definite implications
of the Najdi tradition’s foundational affirmations of belief as narrow as the description.
While those credal views would give Salafis like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T a source of shared

210 processing the further

identity and situate those shaykhs in an emerging Najdri tradition,
implications for identity and behaviour was a fraught exercise. It was easy to trace the
emergence and basic principles of Najd1 Salafism, but the broader implications for outsiders

in society and politics would result from a deeper interpretive framework.?!!

Defining Political Identity & Framing Through Disbelief
Despite those human ambiguities, expanding on lbn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s credal views was still

helpful. The shaykh’s writings about shirk and kufr offered a source of political identity by
framing disbelieving things and people as non-Salafi outsiders which threatened a believing

community. The core problem from a Salafi perspective was simple: although that
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community’s foundation came from shared affirmations of tawhid, shirk could negate any
value that those affirmations had. Even if people naturally accepted God’s Lordship over
creation, they could still worship incorrectly and find themselves with tawhid ar-rububiyya
but not tawhid al-uluhiyya. And the broad range of things that constituted shirk made it a
broad problem. It could encompass deliberate supplications for help from things besides
God and activities that indicated insincerity and mistrust towards Him.2!2 But it could also
involve any association of God’s names and attributes—things that marked Him as the sole
source of true help, among other things—with objects towards which people might pray to
or direct their attention like idols, graves, and amulets, making those things a threat to the
community.?!3 Generally, that made shirk into an antithesis of tawhid: one worshipped God
by singling Him out, and one failed to worship by establishing partners to Him.?'# But the
shaykh considered it an issue of specific concern and issued distinct warnings that defiant

and well-intentioned instances of shirk were equally serious,?*®

while dealing with objects
and opportunities for shirk was as egregious as the act.2® While Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab'’s credal
foundations described Salafis’ personal identity with reference to a certain set of beliefs, his
concerns about shirk created a sense of political identity by juxtaposing the community of

believers against outsiders who harboured or manifested disbelief.?’

Early controversies demonstrated that Muhammad bin ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s understandings of
shirk turned Najdi Salafism into a socially relevant force by providing language for political
framing. After the shaykh’s return to Najd in the 1740s, two incidents showed that it was a
practical issue:?!8 he had a woman stoned for adultery and facilitated the demolition of a
dome associated with one of the Prophet’s # companions. The reactions were quick and
negative. Local political and religious authorities were alarmed, and as the shaykh continued

that pattern of behaviour the ensuing pressure forced him to flee three communities and
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dissolve a political alliance.?!® Even his brother, Sulayman, would write an entire book
denouncing his credal views on issues like shirk and kufr.??° On the whole, there was broad

unease about what the shaykh was doing and why he was doing it.

But a cursory reading of the shaykh’s views on shirk showed that he was at least following an
underlying logic, especially with the dome incident. By the standards of his emerging Najdi
theology, correct belief anchored in tawhid mattered because it defined the identity of a
Muslim in their community, while the dome’s mix of historical and religious significance
made it a potential object of undeserved adulation or even worship which threatened that
identity. In academic terms, the distinction showed that Najd1 Salafism politicised an identity
based on belief, by framing the fact or drivers of disbelief—like the dome—as something
against which to struggle.??! Or in simpler terms: belief was good, disbelief was bad, and the
dome was a symbol of disbelief. Something needed to be done before it drew them away

from the belief that marked them as part of the community.

As for the stoning, it reflected a sense of political identity defined by the exclusion of
outsiders. That exclusion relied on strict conceptions of disbelief and excommunication—
kufr and takfir. While common affirmations of belief provided the fundamental solidarity of
a Najdi community,??? kufr set that community’s limits while takfir gave people license to
enforce them. That would see the Najdi tradition’s adherents denounce whole communities,

be they Shi‘a as rejectors of the Prophet &8, his household, and early successors,22

or some
Safi communities as perpetrators of shirk.2?* And the reasons were intuitively tied to the
indications of shirk and kufr, like a belief or preference for something besides Islam’s
guidance or establishing intermediaries with God. But some indications were less intuitive or
more subjective, like mocking anything from Islam, appearing to aide perpetrators of shirk,

failing to excommunicate those who warranted excommunication, or appearing not to
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practice according to the laws and customs of the shari‘a.??®> And that explained the stoning:
a response to incorrect practice that nullified the offender’s Muslim status. Stoning itself was
not new to Islamic law—competent jurists like lbn Qudamah (d. 1223), for example, allowed
it as a response to a crime and result of a legal process.??® But Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s writings
framed the issue in distinctly theological terms: any perception that someone failed to fully
follow Islam’s guidance was a sign that any claims they made to being Muslim were

valueless, and the community needed to shun or kill them.??”

None of those conceptions of political framing and identity could explain how the shaykh
interpreted things, and in isolation they still would not indicate the rest of the shaykh’s
course or that of his tradition’s inheritors. As with Najdi Salafism’s original affirmations of
belief, putting those understandings in a wider intellectual context made the implications
seem ambiguous and subjective. The apparent contrast with Ibn Taymiyyah’s views was
especially challenging. He engaged with takfir as something that might mark Muslims and

228 while being wary of excommunicating Muslims for

Muslim communities as deviators,
basic sins. And at least in the letter of the issue, there were tensions between lbn ‘Abd al-
Wahhab’s argument that failing to denounce kufr was itself a sign of disbelief, and Ibn
Taymiyyah’s reiteration of the view that if one Muslim named another a kafir, then the
accuser risked being guilty.??° It was not plausible that Ibn Taymiyyah did not recognise the
possibility of disbelief in God’s Lordship,?3° names, or attributes.?3! Rather, Ibn ‘Abd al-
Wahhab’s personal letters and their assertions that he alone had grasped what it meant to
recognise one God begged the question of whether he had formed novel interpretations of
the issue.?3? Looking further ahead, that raised questions of why the tradition’s inheritors
could or would not simply reinterpret things again. But there was also a shorter-term issue

of how a project of revival based on those principles would gain momentum when it seemed

to be finding more enemies than friends.
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Framing Political Change

The shaykh’s enabling of the first Saudi state’s expansion demonstrated that even though
Najdi Salafism offered a sense of political identity and framing that legitimised violent
political change, its adherents would rely on compromise rather than the tradition’s
persuasive power. By 1744 lbn ‘Abd al-Wahhab arrived in the Najdi town of Dir‘iyya and
found an interested partner for his work: the Al Sa‘id. The interests were mutual. He
wanted support for a revivalist project while his Saudi partners wanted to support and
validate an expansion of their political control. It was not a religious conversion—his Saudi
partners sympathised with his basic views, but they did not share his fervour.?33 But it was
enough to help the Al Sa‘ud capitalise on Najd’s place as a political vacuum to which
Ottoman authorities paid little attention, and expand Saudi political authority with the
legitimising support of Najdi norms and nomenclature.?3* Besides the political result—the
first Saudi state that lasted from 1744 to 1818—it showed that a Najdi outlook was able to
frame and justify political change. Drawing on Hanbali and other sources, the shaykh could
support struggle against perpetrators of shirk,>*®> enjoining Muslims to fight those who
disbelieved.?*® And the potential scope of the expansion was as vast as the potential
expansiveness of the disbelief that the Najdi movement might care to look for—if people did
not follow the shari‘a in suitable ways and to a suitable extent then they had failed to learn
and follow their religion,??” instead following their personal inclinations.?3® While history
showed that the Saudis won the political prize of a new state, Commins describes the social

prize for the shaykh: “going to see what people were doing and telling them to stop.”23°

It was worth noting that although the generic Islamic language of jihad would frame that

Saudi expansion, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s conceptions of shirk and takfir were still the defining
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issues. His idea of jihad fit into the same historical line of thought that informed his views of
personal and community identity. Ibn al-Qayyim (d. 1292CE) presented jihad as an obligation

241 while

by which to spread Islam,?*° and fight tyrants, bid‘a, social evils, and other things,
Ibn Taymiyyah endorsed it as a means of political change—a position that contemporary
extremist authors would find convenient.?*2 But predicating jihad on understandings of
belief and disbelief made the Najdi approach stick out. Ibn Taymiyyah, for example,
counselled readers to consider perceived deviators’ motives carefully rather than assuming a
failure or refusal to learn the religion.?*® Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s views, on the other hand,
turned those outsiders into dangerous enemies that disturbed the peace by threatening the
community’s identity and values.?** It was a distinction that manifested itself in the Saudi
conquest: the destruction of more domes and tombs—clear symbols of shirk in Najdi
thought—followed the seizure of Makkah and Madinah from 1802 to 1803, and the
repression of Shi‘a after the 1792 Saudi expansion into al-Ahsa, as well as the 1801 sacking

of the Shi‘a-majority Karbala.?#

But that did not make the first Saudi State into a demonstration of Najdi Salafism’s
persuasive power or a sign that the tradition was the basis for a new social movement. The
expansion was still a real story of real people who did real stuff, and it highlighted the space
which the tradition left for them to accommodate the limits of their political context. There
were familiar hints of a boundary between the rigid discourse and real adherents’ potential
for interpretation and compromise. And that raised a question of whether Ibn ‘Abd al-
Wahhab selectively applied his standards, especially when the Al Sa‘Gd were not religiously
lax but also not as observant as him.24¢ That invited another question: had the shaykh
subordinated himself to secure a partner or at least a patron? His later inheritors would

appear to understand that, noting that he could not have grown a movement through
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independent preaching, and needed a partner like the Al Sa‘td to help impose change.?*’

And even if they still framed the partnership as a mission of purification,?*® the tradition’s
fundamental substance and formative history were raising questions. The shaykh’s views on
belief and disbelief provided a sense of political identity that defined a community and
political framing that motivated it to action. And that emerging kind of Najdi Salafism could
validate political change. But his project ultimately depended on a partnership with a more
capable actor that did not entirely share his views, and the emerging tradition’s intellectual
context hinted at patterns of interpretation rather than rigidity. Najdi Salafism’s intellectual
roots made political compromise possible, while the tradition’s formative history suggested

that it was necessary.

Vocabulary of Conviction & Politics of Compromise

The implications of Najd1 Salafism’s credal fundamentals remained unclear well into the
modern era. The tradition’s basic language of political framing and identity had not
drastically changed by the twentieth century. The issue was not really that it had stagnated.
Its inheritors built their own institutions and some Saudi shaykhs like Muhammad bin al-
‘Uthaymin (1925-2001), for example, rose to prominence among Salafis in Saudi Arabia and
the wider world who subscribed to Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s message.?*° Figures like Ibn al-

‘Uthaymin would not abandon the basic conceptions of tawhid that embraced God’s
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Lordship, worship, and names and attributes,*" or stop denouncing kufr,*>* or become more
tolerant of shirk.?>? That did not mean that they were idolizing Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab—one
Saudi Grand Mufti, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz bin B3z (1912-1999),%>3 could and would frame kufr and

takfir in the same terms, and did not need to cite Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab directly.?>* But the
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conceptions of belief and disbelief that made Najdi Salafism a source of political framing and

identity remained nonnegotiable in ways that even the tradition’s founder arguably was not.

There were still hints that Najd1 discourse could be socially compromising. But whether that
reflected its inherent flexibility or actors’ context was unclear. Another former Saudi Grand
Mufti and familial descendant of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, Muhammad bin Ibrahim Al ash-Shaykh
(1890-1969), emphasised that takfir applied to those who abandoned their religion after
learning it,%>> while still warning against shirk and stressing the centrality of tawhid.?*® And
slightly later, Qadhi’s early-career analysis of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s Kashf ash-Shubuhat
stipulated the importance of offenders’ awareness and intent when applying takfir.2>” But
whether that indicated a rejection of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s thinking to some extent was hard

to say. Even in personal correspondence, the shaykh had stressed the need to fight disbelief

258 259

and its impacts,~° and that disbelievers were outside the community and its protection.
Similarly, his legal writings emphasised jihad and disbelief.2%° Yet at the same time, the
tradition’s formative intellectual and political history also pointed to a space and demand for
practical compromise. Like with Salafism generally, there were hints of a gap between an

idealised discourse and the actors that applied it in a real context.

Najdi Salafism’s rigid credal fundamentals and flexible early history therefore showed where
actors like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘l could take its conceptions of political identity and
framing, but not necessarily where they would. Belief, disbelief, and the actors or things that
embodied them were central to their rhetoric. Ash-Shahal defined Muslim identity through

tawhid,?®! and threats to the community as “armies of kufr,”?%? while ar-RafiT raised
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concerns about bida and shirk.?%® But their wariness of politicising identity the same way
when speaking publicly made their politics as ambiguous as their tradition’s history and
substance. Ar-Rafi‘r warned congregants that identifying kufr was complicated and required

264 while ash-Shahal’s statements to the media separated the political identities of

certainty,
outsiders like ‘Alawis from their identities as nonbelievers in the Najdi sense.?®> And while
the former would defend Syria’s uprising in the language of jihad he stressed that Syrian
Sunnis were fighting proxies of the Iranian government instead of Shi‘a,?°® and ash-Shahal
appealed to a “respectable Shi‘a sect” to stabilise Lebanon.?®” The resulting question was not
whether they freely abandoned their principles. Instead, it was whether they reflected the
flexibility of a Najdi tradition that defined political identity and framing starkly, yet had roots

and history that allowed for interpretations which reflected adherents’ context and place

relative to political power in it.

Najdi Law & Elitist Authoritarian Politics

Beyond that political identity and framing drawn from its credal roots, Najdi Salafism’s
Islamic legal principles, sources, and interpretations offered some indication of how the
shaykhs defined the ideal structure and role for actors in political life. That became clearer
during the nineteenth century, as the Najdi ‘ulama’s role in the second Saudi State showed
the authoritarian political implications that ash-Shahal’s elitist framing of Salafis’ role had
hinted at. But while the second state’s consolidation illustrated Najdi Salafism’s
authoritarian potential, its failure also reinforced a sense that the real implications
depended on adherents’ circumstances. As the state collapsed around them rather than
under them, the nineteenth-century ‘ulama’s would fall apart, and the lesson was that
scholars’ efforts to transform society depended on their place relative to the centres of

power. Notwithstanding the leftover question of whether Salafi actors would take the same
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elitist approach if they had to work as activists within society, Najdi law’s substance and

history helped clarify where the tradition could potentially go.

Politics & Legal Principles

The Lebanese shaykhs framed Salafis’ social role in relative structural terms, and the issue
appeared to be a legal matter. Ash-Shahal’s deference to Lebanon’s Sunnrt establishment—
the Hariri family’s Future Movement—after 2005 reflected an elitist view of their place in
national politics.2®® His indications of distance from the establishment showed that the
relationship was contingent on its recognition of Salafi interests,?®° and his vision of politics
did not ignore actors outside the Sunni sphere like Lebanon’s Maronite Christians.?’® But he
positioned Salafis as religious actors in a broader national structure alongside more powerful
political authorities, putting them below the establishment but above the public sphere
where ash-Shahal’s concerns were religious and moral. Stable Salafi power would matter
less than the community’s religious character, which the Salafi movement could support by
enjoining good conduct—al-amr bil-ma‘ridf—and conducting associated general Islamic
work.2” But it also left questions: how and by what standards was deference to a non-Salafi
establishment acceptable, and how could the movement change or preserve society’s moral

character?

Ar-Rafi‘T described the structures of politics in the same broad national terms, while
accounting for the possibility that Salafis could be more politically marginal. His writings
presented them as religious elites who operated from within society rather than from circles
of political power, while taking the definition of a suitable society from sources of Islamic
law. And his purpose mirrored ash-Shahal’s: religious actors were distinct but still enmeshed
with the public, and their purpose was to encourage appropriate social norms.?’2 While he

had found public immorality in Germany unsettling when living there in the nineties and
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early twenty-first century, for example, he responded by calling Muslims to reject
compromises on their religion rather than pushing for social or political authority.?’ Both he
and ash-Shahal’s views suggested a structural understanding of society and Salafis’ place in
it—a community below, elites above, and Salafis as religious actors in the middle. But while
ash-Shahal appeared more interested in working from the top, ar-Rafi‘’s first concern was
with the religious condition of the community of believers and could live with less-than-ideal
circumstances ranging from Salafis’ marginal position to the presence of outsiders in the

public sphere.?’*

Regardless of how they conceived of their place in the structures of society, both men saw
Salafi movements and particularly leaders as a force for social reform based on sources of
Islamic law. Ash-Shahal spoke in general terms about interlinked goals, methods, and
institutions that could preserve society’s Islamic character. He described Salafis as “people of
shari‘a and religion,”?”> and their commitment to the former as an essential objective for
Islamic movements that his networks served via Islamic education and outreach.?’® The
resulting community—or at least the one to which he spoke—was generally of “obedient
believers: friends of faith, peace, and piety,” contrasting with “people of hell.”?’7 Ar-Rafi‘l, on
the other hand, indicated more specifically that the standards of that community lay in
Islamic law. He stressed not just believers’ correct personal conduct but also the sources
that informed it, drawing on aforementioned figures like lbn al-Qayyim, lbn Taymiyyah, and
Nasir ad-Din al-Albani.2’® His mission was to convey those sources of law in the hadith,
normalising public virtues like charity without imposing unnecessary prohibitions and

restrictions.?’® But the sources themselves hinted at his Najdi background, including figures
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ranging from Ahmad bin Hanbal,?® to Ibn al-Qayyim,?8! and Ibn al-‘Uthaymin.?82 And his
sermons echoed the Najdi tradition’s strict linkage of correct practice to the authenticity of
one’s Muslim identity, as he connected belief to righteous conduct as defined by those

283

sources,?®3 specific issues of practice like hajj,?8* of social structure like the Islamic family

unit,?8> and specificities of Islamic law—Ilbn Qudamah’s views on farming,®® for example.

The linkages between Islamic law to conceptions of social structure mirrored a more general
connection between Najdi Salafism’s legal roots and politics. The shaykhs had touched on
issues including the actors that defined and imposed appropriate social relations alongside
the definitions and sources of propriety, mirroring the enmeshment of Islamic legal
principles, sources, and institutions with the social order.?®” And their conceptions of a
community, power, and norms mirrored the general contest in Muslim politics over the
meanings of symbolic things and behaviours, the institutions that defined them, and the
“rules and discourse that bind the community.”?8 The issue was not that Salafis’ religious
activities and ideas could have implications for politics as something separate,?® or that “the

III

“political” had different connotations in different contexts.”?° Rather, politics and Islamic
law were interlinked while legal sources and interpretations were inherently political. While
Najdi Salafism’s foundational conceptions of creed expanded on the shaykhs’ sense of
political identity and framing, its legal foundations expanded on their conceptions of the

ideal structures, purposes, and roles of actors in politics.
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Legal Sources & Elitist Political Structures

Najdi Salafism’s legal sources and history expanded on the shaykhs’ vague indications of how
political life would ideally be structured, suggesting that ash-Shahal’s remarks were closer to
the letter of the tradition. Like the shaykh, the precedent of the Najdi ‘u/lama and its role in
the second Saudi State hinted at an authoritarian view of politics and society. As in Lebanon
after 2005, the first state’s collapse and the second one’s rise came amidst shifts in the
broader political environment that were above Najdi scholars’ paygrade. While the first
Saudi state satisfied lbn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s ambitions for society, Ottoman authorities’ had
been less enthusiastic about it. Whether for the sake of its reputation or religious
obligations, the Ottoman Empire had to protect Makkah, Madinah, and significant portions
of the Arabian Peninsula.?®! More generally, it had interests in protecting the cities and trade
routes just beyond Saudi territory that were coming under increased attack. And in the early
nineteenth century its patience finally ran out. By 1811 Ottoman and Egyptian forces had
intervened in the Arabian Peninsula, reaching the home of the Al Sa‘td in Dir‘iyya by 1818.
But while that marked the end of the first state, a new one started taking shape in the 1820s
under Turki bin ‘Abd Allah (1755-1834). And as the Ottoman-Egyptian presence weakened,
the Al Sa‘Gd were beginning to re-establish themselves. Notwithstanding further clashes
with Ottoman and Egyptian forces, the show was back on the road by 1824 as a new state

started to emerge.?%?

In hindsight, the ‘ulama’s absence from that political process was telling: whatever it
accomplished would ultimately depend on its patrons and their circumstances. The
sociological reality was that the new state was emerging in a regional environment where
more powerful actors constrained it.2% The defining political forces would be the Al Sa‘td
and their relations with those other actors—Egyptian authorities once arrested and ran off
with Faysal (r. 1834-1838) for failure to pay tribute, for example.?%* Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s
descendants would still have a role, and despite scattering after the first state’s collapse,

Saudi authorities invited them to be part of the new order. But the regional constraints
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would stop another Saudi expansion and the project would be different. And in the second
Saudi State—as in Lebanon after 2005—the ‘ulama’s new role would depend on how the
political authorities answered a key question: what internal problems were the centres of

power trying to solve??%>

The ‘ulama’s place in the new order would be relatively comfortable, illustrating a structural
relationship that was familiar to Najdi Salafism’s sources and their distinction between
political and religious authority. It would ultimately serve a worldly interest—legitimising
Saudi political power. But the letter of the Najdi tradition’s preferred legal sources could
work with that by defining three general components: political authority, religious authority,
and the public sphere. There were traces of that distinction in the early Hanbali tradition
which favoured an elitist political order that excluded the wider lay public, on the grounds
that politics was not only distinct from religious matters but a potential threat to religious
purity.?®® And lbn Taymiyyah'’s later writings clarified that above the public within that
political structure, the ruler and religious establishment were distinct.2%” That thinking did
not make religious scholars’ privileged position over the public into an objective in its own
right, and society’s Islamic character was the central issue.??® But from a place above the
wider public, they would serve as the religious ‘ulama, who remained credentialed experts
on the religious matters that needed to define public life and advised the political umara,**°
who actually had the resources and influence needed to affect change.3% That structural
conception helped clarify the distinctions that figures like ash-Shahal drew between
Lebanon’s Sunni establishment, Salafis, and the Sunni public.3°! And it also explained why
the Najdi ‘ulama could legitimise and defer to Saudi political power as religious authorities,
notwithstanding the first state’s apparent compromises and the fact that the second one

was not going to accomplish the same mission.3%?
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In the letter of Najdi Salafism’s sources, the logic behind that subordinate relationship was
an elitist compromise that maintained stability and an Islamic society. While ash-Shahal
noted the ‘wulama-umarad distinction and called for coordination between the two, he also
pointed to a wider principle of wall al-amr.3° |bn Taymiyyah'’s legal writings described the
general idea: a body politic delegated authority to a guardian, who was guided by or at least
able to follow Islamic principles.3%* The transfer of power was significant, granting political
rulers a strong role as guardians over the public and the social order,*°> but it was not
arbitrary. In part, the purpose was to protect against fitna—temptations and trials, and
political discord, sedition, and strife,3% of a sort that unduly tested or undermined a Muslim
community.3%” And it was a compromise that the Najdi ‘ulama claimed to have struck. ‘Abd
ar-Rahman bin Hassan (1780-1869)—another familial descendant of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab—
would make the arrangement and its purpose clear in his own writings with distinctions
between the public, ‘ulama, and umara, and the assertion that the wall’s role was to protect

against fitng.3%8

Besides stabilising the system, that ‘ulama-umara bargain also served Salafis’ ambitions for
an authoritarian social transformation. In the letter of Najdi Salafism’s sources, a stable
environment delivered or at least created space for an Islamic order. While the political
leadership still needed to be able to resort to measures like war, Ibn Taymiyyah’s
proposition was that a good leader was also obliged to deliver justice, carry the public from

309 and impose proper restrictions upon and deliver proper rights for society.31 It

ignorance,
was not a secular social contract, and its purpose was to defend a social order defined by

Islamic norms and address issues that modern secular states relegated to the private
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sphere.3!! It did, however, give a clearer indication of the political structure that ash-Shahal

and ar-Rafi‘T’s Najdi roots idealised, and in which ash-Shahal’s elitist remarks began to make
more sense. But while that structure’s purpose was clearly to deliver an Islamic social order,
there were separate questions about how Najdi thought defined an Islamic society, and how

the tradition’s adherents and their partners could bring the public along.

Legal Interpretation & Authoritarian Reform

Even as the nineteenth-century entrenchment of Saudi authority illustrated Najdi Salafism’s
authoritarian potential, the ambiguities and subjectivities of Najdi legal interpretation made
it an unreliable precedent. For the Al Sa‘td the Najdi ‘ulama’s social project would be an
easy sell, given how it enabled an authoritarian crackdown at a time when Saudi political
dominance lacked any obvious basis. Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s religious project lent the first
state an outward-looking mission—buttressed by the prospect of distributing the material
benefits of raids—but the restrictive regional context made a repeat performance
inadvisable. Worse still, other family and tribal groups were strong enough to assert
hegemonic control or could claim a special lineage while Saudi rulers could not, making a
new religious mission appealing.31? Particularly under Faysal’s tenure, there would not be an
expansionist mission but instead a new social structure that naturally subordinated society
according to the Najdi ‘wulama’s strict understanding of Islamic law and its sources.3!* One
consequence was political: the second Saudi state would not expand, but instead
homogenise and situate the public under its authority.3'* And another was a historical: an

illustration of where the Najdi ‘u/lama’s and the Lebanese shaykhs’ vision for society could

go.

An important clarification about the ensuing crackdown and Salafism’s social outlook more

generally was not an exercise in legal literalism. It did not come from “a literal reading of the
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religious texts,”3'> or as an inevitable consequence of lbn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s native Hanbalt
legal school. There was something close to legal “literalism” in Islam. But it was a feature of
marginal dissenting views like the Zahiri legal school whose scholars like Ibn Hazm
denounced Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi‘i, and Hanbali thought as “whimsical and arbitrary.”3® And
that near-literalism was distinct from “strictness” —Ilbn Hazm’s view of musical instruments,
for example, was relatively permissive.3'” And as for Najdi Salafism’s legal roots, they were
less a product of Hanbali law than its new scholars’ interpretations. The Hanbali school was
not impulsively illiberal—it took more permissive views on women leading congregational
prayer in certain settings, for example, despite characterisations of a “conservative”
tradition.3'® And even later Hanbali scholars with standing in Najdi circles like Ibn Badran (d.
1927CE) stressed that the school represented the way of the Salaf,?'° while acknowledging

Ibn Hanbal’s openness to flexible tools like legal analogies.32°

The deliberately revivalist nature of Najdi Salafism meant that instead of literalism or a
Hanbali orthodoxy, the second Saudi State’s crackdown appeared hostage to the human
factors and principles that shaped the ‘ulama’s undisciplined kind of legal textualism. Ibn
‘Abd al-Wahhab had framed his tradition as an authentic revival of Sunni Islam rather than
an extension of established legal approaches—its stated intention was to revive what he
perceived as Islam’s historical starting point rather than interpret the law in the present.3?!
That followed the precedent of past figures like Ibn al-Qayyim, who embraced Ibn Hanbal’s
core ideas while being cautiously sceptical of later scholars’ expansion and clarifications the

Hanbali school.322 But while the intention behind that approach was to avoid the risks of
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over-interpretation and deviation, it came with its own cost. The emerging ‘ulama who

shaped Najdi Salafism were affirming a direct relationship to legal sources,??3

and replacing
orthodox interpretive subtleties with a less precise focus on the letter of the law and their
stark personal assumptions of what it had historically meant.2?* And one result was that if
the ‘ulama had a working assumption that strictness and authenticity were linked, then the
outcomes would resemble the unadulterated letter of figures like Ibn Taymiyyah. Major
offences against public order would be religious transgressions with all the punishments
prescribed in the shari‘a but none of the mitigating factors, and political authorities would
only be legitimate if they demonstrated a commitment to promoting good conduct and

ending social evils.3?> And the principles behind the ‘ulama’s thinking—acknowledged or

otherwise—would become central.

That dependence on interpretation meant that Najdi Salafism’s legal implications were
better understood as a reflection of a general governing principle—"“al-amr bil-ma‘rif wa
nahi ‘an al-munkar”, or the commanding of good and the forbidding of wrong—and the
‘ulama’s unusual circumstances. Najdi Salafis could draw on the same legal sources as
others, and did so in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Like ar-Rafi‘l, early Najdi
figures engaged with the views of Ahmad bin Hanbal,3?¢ Ibn al-Qayyim,3?” and Ibn
Taymiyyah, while referencing normal hadith sources like those of Tirmidhi, Abu Dawud,
Bukhari, 328 and Muslim.32° And the principle of al-amr bil-ma‘rif wa nahi ‘an al-munkar was
familiar to early figures like Ibn Hanbal, who had presented it as a general responsibility for
all believers.33° But he and later figures like Ibn Taymiyyah still recommended passing the

331

issue to the competent authorities,>** and the second Saudi state had placed those
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authorities in a consultative relationship with an ‘ulama that would embrace their
responsibilities and those of their partners. Writing to the people of Najd, ‘Abd ar-Rahman
bin Hasan juxtaposed a desirable society against one defined by disbelief,332 and presented

wall al-amr as the mechanism by which to protect against public immorality and fitna.333

The second Saudi State’s authoritarian crackdown reflected that combination of unclear
legal principles and the scholars’ unusually privileged position, as authorities aided the
‘ulama in regulating behaviour according to their religious partners’ standards. Like their
predecessors, Turki and Faysal were sympathetic to the Najdi ‘ulama’s religious outlook and
called the public to promote right and forbid wrong.33* And in that public sphere the homes
of those who repeatedly missed communal prayer were burned, failures to present oneself
according to the ‘ulama’s definition of Islamic standards were punished, and mocking the
enforcers could attract the death penalty.3*® The situation was more severe for those who
clearly fell outside the Sunni community, as the ‘ulama continued denouncing Shi‘a—

336 and the state

particularly Twelver Shi‘a—as being from among the worst of disbelievers,
suppressed their role in public life.33” That was not necessarily new, and minorities had been
in a difficult position under the first Saudi state. But even then, it was clear that the nature
of the underlying political project had changed, as Saudi authorities shifted from seizing new
territory to consolidating control over what they had. And academically, the crackdown no
longer illustrated just where Najdi Salafism’s conceptions of political identity and framing
could go. Rather, the new project showed how ash-Shahal’s elitist outlook and cited
principle of al-amr bil-ma‘rif wa nahi ‘an al-munkar could shape the implications of the

common Islamic sources that Salafis like ar-Rafi7 cited,338 and where Najdi Salafism’s

emphasis on principles rather than processes in Islamic law could generally take society.

332 <Abd ar-Rahman bin Hassan Al ash-Shaykh, Kitab al-Imdn war-Radd ‘ald Ahl al-Bida“ (N.P., N.D.), 59.
https://ia801207.us.archive.org/23/items/WAQ12657/mrmn2-1.pdf.

333 Al ash-Shaykh, Rasa’il wa Fatawa, 7.

334 Cook, Commanding Right and Forbidding Wrong in Islamic Thought, 177-79.

335 Mouline, The Clerics of Islam, 82-83; Cook, Commanding Right and Forbidding Wrong in Islamic Thought.
336 Al ash-Shaykh, Rasa’il wa Fatawa, 69.

337 \smail, Saudi Clerics and Shi‘a Islam, 97-98.

338 Madawi Al-Rasheed, A Most Masculine State: Gender, Politics and Religion in Saudi Arabia (Cambridge,
2013), 50-51.

63



The Enmeshment of Political & Legal Context

As the second Saudi State failed, the ‘ulama’s shifting position confirmed that the social
impacts of Najdi law had depended more on its proponents’ political context than its legal
substance. There had been limits on the establishment scholars’ power that mirrored those
of religious authority generally. It was certainly not absolute. Rather, it depended on
complex factors like charisma, trust, recognition, and actors’ social circumstances.33 The
authority which the establishment enjoyed had never been the reason for the partnership—
if it had been, the ‘ulama’s religious character might have legitimised it and allowed it to
independently pursue its interests.34° The Najdi establishment still benefited from having
some of its building blocks, with many of them being descendants of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab
and concentrated in the capital of Riyadh where they stayed close to Saudi leaders.3*! But
the same was true of later Najdi Salafi figures like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘l—as noted later,

the former had roots in Tripoli’s leading Salafi family,34?

and circumstances would help the
latter build his own connections. And although family, networks, and charisma positioned
those later men as religious leaders,3* they would not have the same impacts. The reality
was that their predecessors had enjoyed a comfortable proximity to centres of national
power, and it would be difficult for later generations of Najdi scholars to follow that

precedent without the same social connections.

Religious issues had still mattered to the nineteenth-century batch of Najdi ‘u/lama, but
more as a liability for an establishment that could not stop Najdi law from abandoning
whatever orthodoxy the establishment was working to impose. The reality was that even
with the help of the second Saudi State’s socio-political crackdown, Najdi law was slowly
moving towards diversity rather than uniformity. As the Al Sa‘Gd and the ‘ulama struggled to
pursue their project in areas like al-Qasim, the limits of their intellectual control became

clear. The area was home to orthodox Hanbalis who rejected the establishment’s legitimacy
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and strictness, eventually triggering an intervention by the Al Sa‘td and their partners that
erased undesirable polemics and implanted new religious educators.?** But as was typically
the case when scholars were fired, there were real problems that the management had
ignored, and a few staff changes here and there would not erase the toxic dynamics of
power and influence. Public attitudes would ultimately reflect the same tribal loyalties,
commercial interests, and other incentives that gave the Najdi ‘ulama religious authority
with the Al Sa‘Gd,3*> making any gains easily reversible in areas at intersection of regional
trade, travel, and other outlooks.34¢ Even if Najdi scholars established their general theology
as a new orthodoxy, the ambiguous and subjective nature of legal interpretation meant that
there would only be a Najdi Salafi legal orthodoxy where scholars had the influence needed
to normalise their views or partners who helped impose them. In the absence of that,
people would start forming their own ideas about how to live and Najdi law would become

marked by diversity rather than uniformity.

That slow legal diversification—or at least its causes—also mirrored an emerging political
problem: Najdi elites’ religious authority could not influence or preserve the political
structures that made them influential. While the establishment could envision and promote
an Islamic society towards which the Al Sa‘Gd might work,34” its project had always
depended on its political partners cohesion and stability. That would make the aftermath of
Faysal’s 1865 death into a problem. Rather than smoothly transitioning to new leadership,
the Al Sa‘td fractured amidst a chaotic succession that initially left his son Sa‘td (1833-1875)
in power. Instead of accepting that, more contenders emerged and triggered brotherly
disputes lasting into the 1880s.34% And in addition to the opportunities that the dispute

349

created for local enemies like the ar-Rashid and Shammar,>*> one enterprising Saudi figure—

‘Abd Allah (1831-1889)—had also sought out support from Ottoman authorities.>*° Viewed
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with some historical distance, the Al Sa‘Gd’s problems were the kind of issues that were
normal in any family. But from the perspective of the Najdi ‘u/lama at the time, they were

political problems which threatened the entire system and its religious project.

As the second Saudi State collapsed, the ‘ulama’s discursive contribution suggested that
they and their views had depended on their relationship to Saudi power. Those outside Najd
and the religious establishment welcomed ‘Abd Allah’s Ottoman outreach, drawing
comparisons to Ibn Taymiyyah’s alliances against the Mongol Empire. Conversely, the Najdi
establishment deemed it illegal, hinting at reasonable anxieties about a takeover by the
Empire that they had previously attacked as a beacon of disbelief.3>! That would not affect
the direction of the dispute—the religious establishment could not assert religious
legitimacy or suppress other voices, and at most its role was instead to denounce competing
claims while defending the incumbents’ authority on Islamic grounds.3>2 Worse still, the
state’s collapse by 1891 showed that the Al Sa‘Gd would simply ignore their partners where
necessary: despite religious rulings against allying with nonbelievers,3>3 the last leader—
‘Abd al-Rahman bin Faysal (1850-1928)—left for Kuwait with Ottoman facilitation.>>* And in
the successive Rashidi emirate where the new authorities shunned the Najdi religious
establishment, there was not going to be a similar relationship.3*>> While the second Saudi
State’s ruthless consolidation had shown where the ‘ulama’s vision and legal principles could
take society, its undignified implosion showed that the implications depended heavily on the

structures of Saudi power and the place for the ‘ulama in it.

The Space for ar-Rafir’s Activism
Later developments reinforced the importance of context and interpretation to Najdi law’s

practical impacts, while hinting at the space for less authoritarian approaches to politics. The
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space for interpretation would widen even if the sources did not markedly change. Ar-Rafir’s
references to Ibn al-Qayyim when comparing Islamic models of marriage to western models
or specific Shi‘i mut‘a practices,® for example, were unsurprising. They mirrored a
solidification of Najdi legal thought in the 1900s, and particularly the Najdi ‘ulama’s
twentieth-century debilitation of dissenting Hanbalt institutions like those in al-Qasim where
Ibn al-Qayyim’s views had been more marginal.®>’ But further evolutions like Nasir ad-Din al-
Albant’s re-engagement with hadith scholarship showed the lasting flexibility of Najdi
Salafism’s relationship to legal sources. In sermons and writings from shaykhs like ar-Rafi‘,

358 and embodied

al-Albant’s verification of a hadith became a new sign of authoritativeness,
the Najdi tradition’s willingness to diverge from its Hanbali roots while encouraging further

interpretation.

And the thinking from modern scholars like Al-Albant would illustrate the lasting ambiguities
in Najdi Salafism’s law and relationship to national politics. His interpretation still gave the
same authoritative weight to a hadith’s letter and discouraged speculation about its
meaning. But he also warned qualified jurists against uncritically imitating established legal
traditions (taqlid), while urging Muslims who lacked that expertise to follow competent
scholars (ittiba©).3>° Al-Albani’s own politics were similarly ambiguous, with warnings against
involvement in politics balanced against a view that Muslims desired some kind of Islamic
state even if the methods of achieving it could vary.2®® And there would be similar tensions
with other ostensibly-apolitical figures—Shaykh Rabi‘ al-Madkhali advocated both political
quietism while becoming open to electoral participation, and his followers fought for control

over governing and religious institutions in parts of Libya.3®! As with Najdi Salafism generally,
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it was difficult to see where a strict relationship to common sources of Islamic law ended

and compromising interpretations might begin.

By the time of the third Saudi State (est. 1932) there were further signs that if the Najdi
‘ulama was to maintain the elite political role that ash-Shahal described, it would have to
compromise with political leaders and institutions. While the new state was ultimately the

362 renewed ties

product of a campaign that the Al Sa‘td launched at the turn of the century,
to the Najdi establishment were key to the story.3%3 In the early 1910s, the scholars helped
settled and religiously educate nomadic Bedouin tribes, resulting in the ikhwdn movement
which embraced the Najdi establishment’s social vision while serving the military interests of
the future king, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Ibn Sa‘Gd (1876-1953).3%% But the ikhwan were disruptive—they
threatened economically significant activities like the Hajj, and did not answer to emerging

365 and by

Saudi civil institutions that increasingly regulated public life by the late twenties,
1927 they were out of control.3%® In 1928 Ibn Sa‘td secured ‘ulama support for a purge. The
lesson was clear: imposing Najdi Salafism’s social vision outside Saudi auspices was
unacceptable, and only a cooperative Najdi establishment would enjoy the necessary
support.3®’ The establishment was not totally subordinate and could still contest reforms like
the codification of Saudi law,3¢® while figures mentioned later like Muhammad bin Ibrahim

secured roles in emerging institutions from which the ‘wulama could indirectly pursue their

interests.3%° But they had to work within the system.

And as a class divide emerged between the elitist insiders like Ibn Ibrahim and the
disenfranchised outsiders, ar-Rafil’s vision of social activism was starting to make sense.
Unlike ash-Shahal and the Najdi establishment in the nineteenth century, he wanted to use

social institutions like the mosque and the Friday sermon to influence public behaviour. It
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was a pragmatic approach that reconciled the tension between a desire for social change
and the impossibility of forcing it,3’° and was not unique ar-Rafi‘T—ash-Shahal stressed his
tradition’s intellectual credentials more than the need for social transformation, as well.37?
But while it was easy to draw ideas of political identity and framing from Najd1 creed or ideas
of political structure and purpose from its legal roots, it was harder to say what its
implications would be for activists working from within society or how they had chosen to
work like that in the first place. Treating Najdi Salafism like a subjective social discourse
made it easier to understand what its political implications could be, but that also made its
interpreters’ history as real people in a real context—like that of twentieth Saudi Arabia—

just as important as its basic sources and ideas.

Najd1 Activism & Structural Questions

While developments in twentieth-century Saudi Arabia helped position Najdi Salafism as an
activist discourse, the record suggested that adherents’ political roles were easier to
understand in structural terms. Activism would prove to be a general Salafi phenomenon,
and one that was easier to frame in the language of contentious politics theory than a
typology of Salafi discourse like Wiktorowicz’s. The Islamic University of Madinah (IUM)
where ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘i studied, for example, emerged due to pressure on Saudi
authorities from supposedly-quietist Najdri elites rather than agitators in wider society. And
places like [IUM helped normalise distinct new understandings of Najdi Salafism that
embraced activism from within society, while building a generation of activist leaders who
led their own movement in a wider national context. Taken together, those developments
helped explain where ar-Rafi‘’s activist ideas fit. But they also showed why it would be hard
to say how much those ideas influenced him, ash-Shahal, or Saudi Arabia’s own activists,
especially when their roles and that of the Najdi establishment amidst the late twentieth
century’s political tensions appeared to reflect the structure of their context and their place

relative to Saudi authority.
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Elite Activism & Salafi Contentious Politics

IUM’s founding showed that despite its privileged place in the system, even the new Najdi
establishment was an activist force in contention with the centres of Saudi power. The
University itself was a political matter from the very outset, having been part of a broader
effort to preserve the Najdi ‘ulama’s religious authority and political interests when
modernising reforms threatened both. The Al Sa‘id had monopolised political authority
after the purge of the ikhwan, legitimised by a religious establishment built mostly from elite
families like the descendants of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab.372 But unlike in the second Saudi state,
the Al Sa‘Gd were consolidating their rule by reforming the Kingdom along modernist lines
instead of Islamic ones. At best, they were usurping religious authority—the Al Sa‘ad still
cared about public morality, for example, but had started vesting the responsibility in state
institutions by the late twenties.3”® At worst, the changes rejected the very notion of that
authority in favour of modernisation. Legal reforms, for example, were codifying the law and
regulating judges’ relationship to its Islamic sources, while diminishing the Najdi religious
establishment’s judicial influence.3’* And to top it all off, Saudi Arabia was becoming
entangled in the wider global environment while Saudi society was increasingly open to
foreign people and influences.?”> That left the religious establishment broke and single: it
lacked the power to impose another authoritarian crackdown that followed Najdi legal
principles, while the partners that might have helped it do that were courting the very

outsiders that the tradition’s credal roots framed as threats.

Notwithstanding the threats to Saudi society’s religious character, the establishment found
the emerging political order manageable. Najdi religious elites’ political identity and framing
were positioning them as status quo actors. To preserve the community’s religious
character, the message to the public was that the system was essentially Islamic while any
agitation against it would be religiously unsound, just as there was no significant change to

Najdi Salafism’s credal fundamentals. And figures like Ibn Baz and lbn al-‘Uthaymin would

372 Joseph Kostiner, The Making of Saudi Arabia, 1916-1936: From Chieftaincy to Monarchical State (Oxford
University Press, 1993), 136-37.

373 Mouline, The Clerics of Islam, 208-09.

374 George Sfeir, "The Saudi Approach to Law Reform," American Journal of Comparative Law 36, no. 4 (1988):
732-34.

375 Commins, The Wahhabi Mission and Saudi Arabia, 108-09.

70



present the same basic credal views of tawhid—tawhid ar-rububiyya, tawhid al-uluhiyya,
and tawhid al-asma was-sifat—and disbelief.3’6 But the ‘ulama were being careful about
how they framed ideas that could politicise identity in the wrong ways or validate revolt. Ibn
‘Abd al-Wahhab’s pronouncement that failing to name a disbeliever would nullify an
observer’s Muslim status, for example, remained applicable.?”” But his inheritors in the
modern religious establishment were careful to note that Saudi subjects were not going to
become disbelievers by obeying political authorities that appeared to implement un-Islamic
rulings.3”® And legally, open opposition was framed as Islamically plausible but discouraged

on more practical grounds,3”®

while the ‘ulama framed new models of governance and
revolutionary political change as manifestations of disbelief, declaring that any prayer made

behind political agitators like socialists and communists was invalid.38°

The ‘ulama had not become totally subordinate to the new system and still had to confront
threats to their interests, but they would find it easier to do that by framing their activism as
an extension of the Al Sa‘Gd’s needs. By the mid-century there were certainly two big
emerging issues that it could attach itself to: a threat to the Saudi political order and its
religious legitimacy from republican ideas that were spreading via circuits like al-Azhar
University in Cairo, and the destabilising impacts of domestic reform within Saudi Arabia
itself. And the religious establishment was in a position to make itself part of any resulting
solution. By the sixties, then-Prince Faysal (1906-1975) understood that modernisation
required religious legitimacy from a Najdi establishment dominated by strong personalities
like Muhammad bin Ibrahim (1893-1969),38! who was uncomfortable with the kinds of
structural reforms and institutions that could turn Saudi Arabia into an un-Islamic kind of

place.38 Rather than entirely resisting change, lbn Ibrahim’s pressure secured a place for the
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Najdi ‘ulama and its mission in the emerging Saudi institutions, and for Najdi Salafi ideals

and values as their guiding principles.383

One specific result of ‘ulama activism in the face of those threats would be the crop of new
Saudi religious education institutions—places like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi’’'s alma mater,
IUM. The University’s value was partly symbolic, as a place that legitimised Saudi rule in
clearly Islamic terms.384 But it was also a solution to other problems: IUM gave prospective
students a new source of Islamic religious education from the moment that it opened in
1961, while its recruitment and scholarship programs would create new transnational
circuits in which Najdi religious values circulated instead of destabilising republican ideas.38>
And it was not the only institution which did that. Imam Muhammad bin Sa‘lGd University
would emerge in Riyadh, Ibn Ibrahim secured ‘ulama roles in other state institutions,?®® and
‘ulama support for projects like legal reform remained contingent on the continuing
centrality of Najdi principles.3®” Rather than securing one token concession, the Najdi ‘ulama
had found a way to resist the transnational political currents that it framed as forces of
disbelief, and secure its conceptions of Muslim identity in Saudi society against encroaching
religious ones.3® |t was not just a product of nastha—“sincere advice” that Saudi authorities
could take or leave—but an activist use of political leverage that reflected the Najdi
establishment’s privileged place in the new Saudi Arabia. There would also be some
unforeseen consequences, though. One of them was that at an intersection of regional
currents, the new Saudi institutions would make Saudi Arabia into both an importer and

exporter of ideas, and some of those would broaden the Najdi Salafi tradition to include

activist outlooks like the one that ar-Rafi‘l espoused.
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Discourse & Actor’s Historical Context

IUM and similar institutions helped change the local context where the Najdi tradition was
interpreted as well as its interpreters themselves, while laying historical foundations for its
embrace of activism by marginal actors that worked from within society. Najdi Salafism’s
place amidst transnational activist currents was well established, and it had been circulating
beyond the Arabian Peninsula well before the sixties. Outsiders like Rashid Rida had
sympathised with the Saudi project in the early twentieth century, and worked to validate
the emerging state and its revival of Sunni Islam.38° And their works, like Rida’s al-Manar
magazine, had introduced the Najdi tradition and establishment to figures outside the
Kingdom. That would see the tradition spread beyond Saudi Arabia—including Lebanon—
and figures like ash-Shahal’s father, Salim ash-Shahal, who travelled to Saudi Arabia and

became acquainted with figures like Ibn Baz and Ibn al-‘Uthaymin.3°

But IUM was also making Saudi Arabia into a major destination for activists and their political
ideas, particularly the kind that were associated with the Muslim Brotherhood. After the
University’s establishment in 1961 the flow of outsiders towards the Kingdom accelerated,
and the new arrivals’ political backgrounds stood out. The establishment ‘ulama had played
some role in this. Establishment elites like Ibn Baz invited outsiders to teach or generally
work, resulting in a long list of foreigners in Saudi Arabia who largely shared the
establishment’s basic credal and legal views.3%! But the Kingdom was also becoming a haven
for regional exiles, notably but not exclusively from the Brotherhood.3°? That was partly a
political issue—Brotherhood members faced repression in places like Syria and Egypt, while
the Al Sa‘Gd saw them as potential partners in the fight against growing Arab
republicanism.3?3 But it would become a religious matter, too, as those Brotherhood exiles
helped grow institutions like IUM and left their own activist imprint on the students’

understandings of Najdi Salafism. And by the time figures like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafii
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graduated from the University in the eighties, figures from the Brotherhood and similar

movements would be well-established in it.3°*

The University’s curriculum and faculty hinted at the flexibility of Najdi Salafi discourse and a
growing space in it for activism in society. The establishment still controlled teachings of

‘agida while the distinct understandings of tawhid would remain, 3%

and the resulting sense
of political identity still juxtaposed Sunnt Muslims with Twelver Shi‘a, Sufis, Jews, and
Christians, but the confrontational views of other credal outlooks like Ash‘art theology were
no longer as firm. And the curriculum would embrace the tradition’s interpretive tendencies,
with a comparative view of the four main Sunni legal schools that manifested itself in the

comparative approach of graduates like ar-Rafi7,3%

and were reinforced by iconoclastic
figures like Nasir ad-Din al-Albani who had taught at IUM.3%7 That did not mark Najdi Salafism
as a new or novel Sunni tradition—Ibn Taymiyyah accepted the legitimacy of the four
schools while still forming his own judgments and Ibn al-Qayyim considered context rather
than applying law literally.3%8 Similarly, lbn ‘Abd al-Wahhab had reflected a wider
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century trend of revivalists that claimed to be reviving ijtihad,
while the notion that any legal school’s orthodoxy had ever really erased it from the Islamic
tradition was not self-evident.3% But it still signalled Najdi Salafism’s continued drift from
implicit Hanbali roots towards a flexible tradition.*®® And considered alongside the activist
roots of the faculty that helped build IUM and other institutions in the fifties and sixties, it

hinted at an increasing openness to activism in society that would survive through to the

eighties when ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘’s generation passed through.?0!
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Movement Leaders & Discursive Shifts

The broad changes and abstract new ideas still centred round real people, and the emerging
class of activist leaders were central to the changes in Najdi discourse’s conceptions of
political framing and identity. Muhammad Surir Zayn al-‘Abidin (1938-2016) was a good
example of what those new leaders would look like: people that did not challenge Najdi
Salafism’s fundamentals but helped normalise new modes of social activism. As one of many
Muslim Brotherhood exiles who fled political pressure in Syria,*°? Surar arrived in Saudi
Arabia in the mid 1960s. As an educator and activist there, he embraced the Najdi tradition’s
credal and legal foundations at the expense of any firm connections to the Brotherhood,
without abandoning public activism in the style of Brotherhood figures like Sayyid Qutb
(1906-1966). More importantly, he rejected the ‘ulama-umara partnership as a key pillar of
Islamic society, and favoured activism that was not only directed at the public sphere but
also pursued within it. That would not necessarily lead to the overthrow of the state or even
opposition to the establishment—Surir echoed concerns like those of Ibn al-‘Uthaymin or
al-Albani about political revolt’s costs and feasibility. But alongside contemporaries like
Muhammad Qutb (1919-2014) he still inspired a new generation of activists with his Najdi
credal and legal foundations and broader conceptions of how to participate in politics.?%3
One result of that would be a stream of prominent activists like Safar al-Hawali and Salman
al-‘Awda—two figures with whom students like ash-Shahal would become familiar.4%% But
the more general impact of figures like Surtr was the normalisation of participation in
politics by activists who operated from within Saudi society despite sharing the basic ideas of

their establishment counterparts who seemingly sat above it.4%

As shown by the writings of another foreigner, Abu Bakr al-Jaza’iri, that synthesis of Najd1
Salafi principles with Brotherhood activism would change Salafis’ framing of the state,
society, and the relationship between the two. Originally Algerian, al-Jaza’irt had dabbled in

activism and party politics at home before migrating to Saudi Arabia. There, he graduated
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from the Shari‘a college in 1961 at Riyadh University—now King Saud University—and
served at IUM until 1986.%%° He had at least some exposure the two Lebanese shaykhs—ar-
Rafi‘T acknowledged him as “my shaykh,” and cited him when discussing politically salient
issues of religious identity.*®” And like Surdr, al-Jazd’irt embraced mainstays of Najdi Salafism

408 concerns about shirk,*%° and

including a focus on all of God’s names and attributes,
wariness of SUfi movements.*1? But despite sharing the established Najdi understandings of
an ideal Islamic society,*! he framed political authority and legitimacy differently. To al-
Jazd’in, the ‘ulama-umara relationship was more than symbolic and needed to influence
major decisions on issues like jihad, for example.*!? Religious authorities would defer to
political ones within reason,*'® but political legitimacy depended on the state’s satisfaction
of its duties in an Islamic constitutional framework.*'* None of that abrogated the basic
credal and legal foundations of Najdi thought, and if ash-Shahal’s views were a mirror of it
then it demanded coordination between religious and political authorities—it was not just a
license for laypeople to assume the state was illegitimate.*!®> But it gave a generation of
Salafis like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T license to protest against society’s condition, the political

order that was responsible for it, and the state’s failure to meet obligations that activists

framed in almost secular constitutional terms.

And new ideas from figures like Safar al-Hawali and Salman al-‘Awda showed the broadening

Najdi conceptions of political identity. Al-Hawali was a Saudi and a product of the education

416

system,**® as was al-‘Awda, and after studying with figures like Surtr both men offered the
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expected mix of traditional Najdi Salafism and contemporary activism.*!” Like their mentors
and other figures like al-Jaza’iri, their political fundamentals mirrored the Najdi imperative to

418 while similarly

preserve society from corruption and improper Islamic practice,
contrasting society’s believing insiders against outsiders like Shi‘a.*! But they also embodied
a broadening sense of political identity that went beyond basic standards of belief and
disbelief. Al-Hawalr’s writings anxiously described a transnational context filled with threats

420 3nd situated Muslims

ranging from Western conspiracies to international Jewish plots,
generally in it as targets of those perceived threats.*?! And in the domestic landscape al-
‘Awda defined Muslim communities by their contention with the centres of political power,
drawing on theorists like Karl Marx to define a relationship with the state or in opposition to
un-Islamic political forces like capitalism.*??> The basic logic was familiar—the early Najdi
tradition defined political identity in similarly oppositional terms by contrasting a community
of believers against a wider world of disbelievers. And the two men still defined the
fundamentals of personal and group identity in the same terms of belief and disbelief. But
their conception of political identity was broadening, as they redefined Muslims’ place in

politics with reference to more worldly things.4?3

Political Activism & Structural Questions

While that evolving discourse would inform the rhetoric of Saudi Arabia’s late twentieth-
century activist movements, it would be hard to conclusively say that it shaped those
movements’ role more than the structures of Saudi power and their place in them. The
activists had emerged outside the structure of the ‘ulama-umara partnership by the eighties,
but did not represent a democratising or liberalising trend. Instead, they constituted a
parallel class of religious elites who mirrored the Najdi establishment’s religious principles

while operating from within society. Like their institutionalised counterparts, the new
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activists owed their position to circumstances. They had gained their religious authority
outside of a ruling partnership with varying combinations of charisma, low-ranking positions

within the religious bureaucracy,*?*

or history with social institutions like study groups and
summer camps that had emerged outside the establishment’s auspices. But unlike the
religious elite, their message reflected the evolving discourse’s mix of early Najdi thought

with the newer activist tendencies that had flowed through new institutions like [UM.42°

The resulting movement largely fell under the umbrella of as-Sahwa—the awakening—and
represented the parallel activist current that was emerging within the larger Najdi fold. They
and their fellow activists shared the same conception of Muslim identity as their
establishment counterparts: common understandings of ‘agida and especially tawhid, a
common reference point in the example of the salaf as-salih, and common ambition for a
society defined by the resulting conceptions of Muslim identity and strict interpretations of
the sources of Islamic law. Where they differed from the establishment, though, was their
relative independence from the Al Sa‘td and a clear willingness to participate in politics
outside of an elitist partnership with the centres of political power.*?® That was not to say
that the Najdi establishment had never experimented with public activism—another
movement had advocated a return to the Najdi tradition’s pure fundamentals and enjoyed
the support of figures ranging from Ibn Baz to al-Jaza'iri.*?” But that had been largely crushed
after it escalated to the point of seizing Makkah’s Grand Mosque in 1979, provoking a
crackdown like the overreach of the ikhwdn had.*?® With more independence and clearer
roots in the fabric of society rather than support from within the structures of power, the

Sahwa would be different.
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The distinguishing features of the Sahwa were partly discursive, and that discourse reflected
movement leaders’ formative context to some extent. With a curriculum that bred
intellectual flexibility, an activist faculty, and colleagues with experiences from well outside
Saudi Arabia, places like IUM invited broader senses of Sunni rather than purely Najdi Salafi

429 and framings of political grievance that reflected politicisation by outside actors

identity,
and forces rather than the threat of disbelief.*3° The early grievances of the Sahwa reflected
that, sympathising with those that it perceived as victims of repression like the Syrian
Muslim Brotherhood—notwithstanding credal differences that had driven figures like Surar
to leave it. And some movement leaders like Safar al-Hawali would build more elaborate
conspiracy theories: Muslims were subject to a range of American cultural and political
projects, which sought to control Muslim countries and peoples.*3! But while those were
expansive, they also drew on tangible grievances with the state and a weakening social
contract. Even though many activists shared the establishment ‘ulama and Saudi
bureaucracy’s views, they still came from a class that the government had failed to insulate
from the recessions of the eighties, and would have little incentive to overlook religiously-
awkward concessions like government approvals for American military deployments to the

Kingdom.432

At face value, the clearer break from the Najdi establishment was in the Sahwa movements’
use of political protest from a marginal position within society. The discursive differences
between them and the Najdri elite were not obvious—establishment figures like Ibn Baz had
previously aired grievances about the condition of Muslim communities abroad like

433 while al-Hawal’s principal anxiety was still the integrity of Muslims’ religious

Palestinians,
identity.*3* But their stated relationship to the political order was becoming visibly strained
by the early nineties. One issue arose after the government requested support from the

United States following the Iragi government’s invasion of Kuwait, and the Board of Senior
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‘Ulama, led by Ibn Baz, issued a fatwa to support it. There was precedent for that in the

435 and it would

1979 authorisation of foreign support during the Grand Mosque seizure,
happen again with lbn Baz’s 1991 fatwa that authorised war against Iraq and the mass
arrival of United States military personnel in Saudi Arabia. And there were other strains on
the social contract, especially amidst the economic slowdown of the eighties that weakened

436

social services,**® and the religious tensions over social issues like the status of women.

Those were enough for the activists to question the state’s credibility and legitimacy. Sahwr
figures including al-Hawali and al-‘Awda challenged the political order in new terms,*3’
condemning what they deemed corrupt in the Saudi state’s domestic machinery and
unprincipled in its foreign policy.*3® And they used their religious authority to frame those
grievances as a violation of new standards of legitimacy that combined emerging principles

of civil liberties with established ones of Islamic legitimacy.*3?

But it was difficult to establish whether the differences between the establishment and the
Sahwa mirrored their contrasting view of Najdi Salafism as a discourse, or their place relative
to Saudi power in the Saudi context. To some extent, activists and elites wanted similar
things. Some Sahwd demands mirrored an activist orientation, like calls for the ‘ulama to
have a stronger and deregulated public role, and for Sahwa movements to enjoy more
access to political power and a stronger, institutionalised role in state decision-making.?4°
But that overlapped with the Najdi establishment’s interests, too. Besides the general traces
of Muhammad bin Ibrahim’s efforts to slow earlier legal and social changes in the activists’
demands, Ibn Baz had issued and endorsed calls for similar reforms that would increase

‘ulama access to the state.**! Saudi Arabia’s Sahwd movements still represented an activist

evolution in Najdi Salafism, and it had clear roots in the circumstances and actors that
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shaped it. But there was an unresolved question of the extent to which the corresponding
movements’ politics reflected that discourse, or the structures of Saudi power and their

placein it.

Unaddressed Issues & Problems

Confirming Problems & Their Boundaries

Describing Najd1 Salafism was not enough to answer those questions. The basics of Najdi
Salafi creed highlighted stark conceptions of political identity and framing, but a more
expansive look at Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s intellectual roots had suggested an underlying
process of interpretation, and his seemingly pragmatic enabling of the first Saudi State’s
expansion only reinforced that. Najdi Salafism’s legal roots showed that the tradition
imagined an ideally authoritarian structure and elitist role for Salafis in political life, but
there were similar textual and historical signs of interpretation in context. And the
twentieth-century political evolutions showed Najdi Salafis’ general openness to contentious
politics and eventual normalisation of social activism, yet the historical record left questions
of whether structural explanations were a better way of understanding actors’ roles.
Describing the Najdi Salafi tradition’s substance and history helped expand on ash-Shahal
and ar-RafiT’s religious roots, but also highlighted the boundary that the introduction
described between Salafism as a discourse and Salafis as the actors who interpreted and
acted on it. That reinforced the core question: to what extent did Salafis like the two
Lebanese shaykhs respond to their religious roots, or the structure of their context and place

in it?

Between that and wider developments, it was likely impossible to capture the interpretive
process which bridged that boundary. The religious connection that Wiktorowicz’s approach
emphasised—a manhaj that defined correct practice—was unhelpful when its origins and
meaning were unclear.**? Lauziére notes that Nasir ad-Din al-Albant helped popularise it

while noting the role of an Egyptian scholar, Mustafa Hilm1in promoting it in and after the
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444 and his work had

seventies.** That was plausible—HilmT’s writings touched on the issue,
enjoyed praise from Najdi establishment figures.**> And it was hard to be certain of whether
its relevance was just symbolic. Some scholars would argue that it was, framing it as a
marker of Salafi identity and ownership over sources rather than a meaningful concept.?4®
And it was easy to make that inference with—for example—a commentary on lbn
Qudamah’s earlier Hanbalr legal writings by a Shaykh who circulated through Saudi Arabia
and Qatar, Sha‘ban Muhammad Isma‘il, which stressed Ibn Qudamah’s commitment to a
proper ‘agida and manhaj while rejecting the concepts and methods of philosophical
theology.**” But for researchers that asked or answered questions with academic methods
and secular first principles, the issue would be difficult to resolve. The manhaj could

rationalise actors’ political role and be part of their vocabulary, but not explain the causal

process that bridged the discourse-actor boundary.

And a detailed look at Salafis’ record in Saudi Arabia or elsewhere would only strengthen the
case for a simpler explanation that managed apparent contradictions. Closely looking at
ostensibly “quietist” figures in the establishment like Ibn Baz or with history in the education
system like al-Albant and al-Madkhali showed that they were still politically engaged,**® as
was evident in Ibn Baz’s noted interest in causes like that of Palestine and Madkhali
movements’ violent forays in Libya. And as the circumstances of IUM’s establishment
suggested, there appeared to be an unstated but constant dynamic of political contention
between marginal religious actors and the centres of political power, even if Saudi quietists
publicly appeared to passively withdraw from political life as the Al Sa‘Gd asserted their
control from a political order they could accept just as later Yemeni movements actively

distanced themselves from a political landscape that threatened them.**® More generally, it
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supported the observation that theoretical categories like Wiktorowicz’s captured certain

actors’ behaviour,*? but were essentially just an artificial framework.%?

A Lebanese Case?

The two Lebanese shaykhs’ cases reinforced those problems, inviting a simpler structural
explanation of their political roles. Together with his brothers, Da‘r al-Islam ash-Shahal
would circulate into Saudi Arabia and the Najdi Salafi tradition in the eighties,*? and blur the
conceptual lines between apolitical quietism and political activism after leaving. Ash-Shahal
was from religious stock and would enjoy ties to notables like Ibn Baz, a contact of his father,
and became acquainted with Salman al-‘Awda and Safar al-Hawali. There were indications
that he was open to the activist trend that those figures represented: in 1996, he found
himself in legal troubles in Lebanon after broadcasting one of al-Hawali’s cassettes, and
subsequent pressure from Lebanese—and possibly Saudi—authorities.**3 But whether there
was even a distinct activist kind of Najd1 Salafism for his behaviour to embody was unclear,
especially when the figures who supposedly pioneered that kind of thinking like al-Hawalt
and al-‘Awda had made calls for greater ‘ulama political influence that were hard to
distinguish from the demands that establishment figures made for more state-‘ulama
consultation.** It was difficult to conceptually distinguish a specific line of discourse from
the pressures of the shaykh’s context, much less the interpretive process reconciling the

two.

And ar-RafiU's background suggested that comprehensively gathering evidence of the
shaykhs’ activities without context would only highlight more contradictions and reinforce
more ambiguities. The shaykh studied further after graduating in the eighties, securing a
master’s degree from Pakistan and a PhD from Sudan.**> But forewords in his books from

major Najdi ‘ulama like Salih al-Fawzan also suggested a relationship to Saudi “quietist”
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institutions,*® and he would sit at a vague intersection of Saudi Arabia, Europe, Lebanon,

457 where

and elsewhere. He described travels to America and Europe, particularly Germany,
his public statements as an imam saw him denied naturalisation in 2002, and his personal
connections helped trigger a terrorism investigation in 2004.%*8 It is not clear that he ever
lost his Saudi ties—the King Faisal Foundation’s journal indicated someone by the same
name who spoke in 1998 for the foundation about a British Islamic centre,*° while Tripoli’s
Jinan University newsletter indicated a visit by ar-RafiT around 2006 for an unnamed Saudi
foundation.*®® That demonstrated what ash-Shahal’s history suggested: the shaykhs had not
absorbed a single perspective at IUM that aligned them with or against the Saudi
establishment. It also invited the simpler observation that IUM was a university rather than a
cult, and some graduates would reject its outlook entirely.%6! But at the same time, ar-Rafiv’s
condemnations of the Muslim Ummah’s abandonment by Rawafid—a derogatory term for
Twelver Shi‘a—suggested that the shaykh had not embraced the most accommodating
worldview, just has his writings suggested an ongoing interest in politics despite any
connections to the politically-acquiescent Najdi establishment.*%? As with ash-Shahal, the

ambiguities invited a simpler explanation based on something besides the complex views

that the shaykh appeared to have.

Unfortunately, Saudi Arabia was not the best place to test that explanation. There were signs
of contentious political dynamics and particularly demobilisation in 1994, as authorities
arrested activists following their demands for reform—demands that the Najd1
establishment also notably supported.*®® And it was clear that Salafis were welcome to

legitimise the political order with narratives of political identity and framing,*%* while the Al
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Sa‘ld were the centres of power that defined the structures of Saudi politics and marginal
actors’ position.?®> But that was also unlikely to change at any point, and neither Saudi
power nor the state’s engagement with those marginal actors was going to shift in ways that
tested Najdi Salafis’ politics. Fortunately, there were other places to look. Najdi Salafism had
spread beyond Najd, including to places like ash-Shahal and ar-RafiI’s northern Lebanese
home of Tripoli. But that raised its own question: why were the Lebanese shaykhs and their

context better test cases?
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Chapter 3:

Islamic Movements & the Context of Tripoli
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Introduction

As representatives of a comparable movement in Lebanon’s comparable national context,
ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘v's stories could address the questions that the Najdi tradition’s
substance and formative history had raised. Tripoli’s Salafi and Islamic activist movements
were still distinct, having evolved separately from Saudi Arabia’s Najdi establishment and
Sahwa. But by the twenty-first century they had common intellectual roots. The intellectual
similarities were not accidental—ash-Shahal’s father Salim (1922-2008) had worked to
normalise a generic kind of Islamic revival in the city since the forties, while building
connections that would see his sons’ generation study in Saudi Arabia where they gained
firmer Najdi roots by the eighties. But Salim ash-Shahal’s work was also only one part of the
story. His original movement would stagnate by the fifties, leaving space for Muslim
Brotherhood-inspired figures like Fathi Yakan—an activist theorist who described the
Lebanese system in structural terms that mirrored the Saudi political environment, with
religious activists in a marginal place between the centres of power above and the public
below. And as that structure and Najdi Salafism survived into Tripoli’s twenty-first century,
there was room to ask a familiar question: to what extent would ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘r’s

roles in politics reflect their religious roots or the structure of their context and place in it?

Tripoli was also a better place to answer that question, thanks to the processes governing
the Lebanese context and its actors that had historically been easier to observe. Attempts by
another Brotherhood-inspired activist, Sa“id Sha‘ban, to form an emirate in the eighties
showed actors’ resource mobilisation with a clarity that the Saudi context lacked, while its
subsequent destruction by the Syrian regime similarly illustrated the relevant dynamics of
contentious politics and particularly demobilisation. And while the authoritarian parallels
between Lebanon and Saudi Arabia lasted and even solidified with the Hariri family’s rise to
Sunni power in the nineties, domestic and foreign pressure made their position and interests
liable to shift. For the Salafi movement that would be a significant issue: notwithstanding
what figures like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘1 did, the centres of Lebanese Sunni power had their
own problems, perceptions, and priorities, and the ways in which they demobilised the Salafi
movement were liable to shift. And it meant that in the twenty-first century their stories

would illustrate a central point: the shaykhs’ political roles depended on their place relative
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to centres of Sunni power like the Hariris, not the letter of Najdi Salafism or the

methodology by which some movements appeared to act on it.

Comparable Movements & Divergent Roots

Ottoman Decline & the Re-emergence of Religious Revival

Da‘T al-Islam ash-Shahal and Salim ar-Rafi‘l’s education gave them religious roots in Najd1
Salafism, but their personal roots were in the early Trabelsi Salafi movements of Salim ash-
Shahal, whose stalled attempts at Islamic reform created space and pathways for the Najdi
tradition in Tripoli. Shaykh Salim reflected a distinct post-Ottoman context, in which the
Trabelsi movement traced its intellectual heritage to the revivalist discourse of thinkers like
Rashid Rida (1865-1935) who had emerged as the Ottoman Empire declined. Like with Najdi
Salafism, that discourse was a product of people and their societal context. Before the
Empire’s 1922 dissolution, religious authority nominally supported the status quo, and ideas
of social reform centred more round political autonomy and modernisation. Outside its
Turkish core, the Ottoman Sultanate benefitted from a sense that revolt against its authority
was Islamically unacceptable. But there were signs of undiagnosed irregularities—demands
for increased autonomy in the Empire’s provinces,*®® and a Turkish elite from which there
was growing opposition to the political order in civil circles, military ranks, and emerging
social movements.*®” While Ottoman reformers asserted that the Empire could manage its
problems without compromising on its Islamic foundations, they had more support for a
transformation along European modernist lines.*%® Unlike the Al Sa‘ad in the Arabian
Peninsula, there was no pressure on Ottoman authorities for an Islamic transformation in

the wider Empire, much less Lebanon.

While the late-Ottoman discourse could fit some contemporary interpretations of the name
Salafi, the prevailing narrative prior to the collapse was that the Empire needed to

reinvigorate itself according to standards of European-style modernity rather than a
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doctrinal revival. There were well-travelled “Islamic modernists” like Jamal ad-Din al-Afghani
(1838-1897) and Muhammad ‘Abduh (1849-1905), who were eager to diagnose the
Ottoman malaise. But their solution was the reconciliation of Islam with modernist values
that would have been unrecognisable in a place like Najd or a revivalist discourse like that of
Najdi Salafism.*®° That would mark them as Salafi in some academic interpretations, which
associated the term with the late-Ottoman modernism that they espoused. But their
“modernist” intellectual exercise was not accompanied by the sort of challenge to the
political and social order that Najdi Salafism’s letter—and history—had legitimised in the

Arabian Peninsula.*”®

The situation was similar in late-Ottoman Lebanon, where an Islamic revival like the Najd1
one was equally unlikely. Religious authority would remain a stabilising force for local
confessional political establishments, which used their religious partners instrumentally to
reinforce Druze and Maronite political power. And for Lebanon’s Sunnis, Ottoman authority
remained meaningful. Sultans could selectively point to their authority as Caliph and the
institution of the Caliphate without always relying on it as an explicit political tool.*’! They
were transparently pragmatic administrators who could use the principles and values of
their institution cynically, framing the established order and their control as sacred despite
any shortcomings.*’? But that appearance of pragmatism or cynicism would not weaken
their political control, and late Ottoman Lebanon reflected the Empire as a whole. While it
might have had space for modernisation and structural reform, Sunnt Islam and its

institutions were pillars of the political order rather than challenges to it.

But while that modernising discourse had mirrored the late-Ottoman social and political
climate, it was going to make less sense in the unstable post-imperial landscape. As the
Empire had collapsed in 1922, revivalists’ social and religious context was going to

dramatically change. The Ottoman collapse would impose a two-dimensional problem on
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the revivalists and the wider Middle East. Politically, the disintegration of the Imperial
bureaucracy dislocated imperial provinces from what was left of centralised Ottoman
control. And Islamically, the Caliphate’s disappearance dislocated those provinces’ Muslim
majorities from the centralised religious authority of the Ottoman Sultan.?’3 Taken together,
the situation was precisely the opposite of what religious activists or leaders would want.
With a political failure that could potentially trigger a social disaster and a religious failure

that threatened an Islamic one, the Ottoman Empire’s failure was nothing short of a disaster.

That complex post-Ottoman instability left more space for Islamic revivalists like Rashid Rida.
Besides the obvious problems, there was also a sense that more space for religious
revitalisation had appeared and admirers of the Saudi project like Rashid Rida—were eager
to use it. Much of the post-Ottoman Middle East was falling under colonial rule by non-
Muslim powers, while Arab republican and nationalist ideas were beginning to circulate. And
as that happened, intellectuals like Rida saw increasing reason to talk about a post-caliphate
Islamic revival. A child of al-Qalamin—just south of Tripoli—who studied further in Egypt,*’*
he stood out with a reformist vision that was sympathetic to the Najdi model. That did not
necessarily make him an adherent to the tradition—he shared its general reformist ideas
without fully embracing its credal foundations. But while his call to revive Islam in a post-
Ottoman world by a restoring the caliphate was more politically specific,’® he still looked to
the Al Sa‘Gd and the NajdT ‘ulama’s project in the Arabian Peninsula as a model. His
magazine, al-Manar, focused on credal and legal fundamentals that echoed Najdi Salafism’s
concerns, with concerns about bid‘a, Muslims’ spiritual welfare, the thought of earlier
figures like Ibn al-Qayyim, and the example of the salaf as-salih. Without necessarily
deferring to Najd’s religious authorities or centring the discussion entirely around lbn ‘Abd
al-Wahhab's specific concerns, he was advocating some kind a revival of Islam along similar

lines to the Najdi one as a promising general idea.*’®

473 Fareed Sabri, "The Caliphate as Nostalgia: the Case of the Iragi Muslim Brotherhood," in Demystifying the
Caliphate: Historical Memory and Contemporary Contexts, ed. Madawi Al-Rasheed (Oxford University Press,
2012), 135-37.

478 Emad EI-Din Shahin, Through Muslim Eyes: M. Rashid Rida's and the West (Herndon: International Institute
of Islamic Thought, 1991), 4-7.

475 John Willis, "Debating the Caliphate: Islam and Nation in the Work of Rashid Rida and Abul Kalam Azad," The
International History Review 32, no. 4 (2010): 712.

476 Muhammad Rashid Rida, "al-Wahhabiyln wal-Hijaz Ta’ifa min Maqalat Nasharat fil-Manar wal-Ahram," al-
Manér 1 (1925): 3-6.

90



Rida’s work and views were a demonstration of how the Najdi Salafism would emerge in
Tripoli. First, he represented a larger trend of revivalists who were sympathetic if not
deferential to the Najdi tradition. Other contemporaries like Taqi ad-Din al-Hilali (1893-
1987), for example, initially courted Sufi thought before eventually becoming a promoter of
the Najdi establishment’s basic themes.*’” Second, Rida’s interest in Najdi Salafism was only
one indication of its spread outside of the Arabian Peninsula and a convenient mix of
circumstances. The tradition had circulated longer than he spoke about it and further than
his travels took him, reaching places such as Mali and Senegal via established trade routes
and circuits of scholarly education.*’8 Third, the fact that someone like him had a
sympathetic view of Najdi Salafism was an indication of how it would spread. The tradition
did not need to be transmitted or received in whichever exact ways that the Najdi religious
establishment articulated it, and the people who conveyed it did not need to fully
understand its principles or accept its logic. Instead, revivalists like Rida could embrace its
nonnegotiable but ambiguous values in ways that reflected developments like the post-
Ottoman sense of religious malaise, as could figures like Tripoli’s own Salim ash-Shahal who

read Rida’s work.

Postcolonial Islamic Revival & the Najd1 Tradition in Tripoli

While Rida’s Najdi-adjacent activism and writings helped inspire figures like Salim ash-
Shahal, Salim’s legacy included two distinct quirks that allowed the Najdi tradition to
become central to Trabelsi Salafism by the eighties. One of those was that ash-Shahal’s early
activism helped normalise an assertive sort of Islamic revival, showing that there was space
foritin Tripoli. He founded Tripoli’s first Salafi movement in 1947, operating it under
changing names including al-Jama‘a al-Muslimin (JM) and Shabab Muhammad, and
embracing general principles of social revival like Rida had. Its mission was not just to serve

society through philanthropy but to change it through a program of al-amr bil-ma‘rif wa
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naht ‘an al-munkar,*’® targeting signs of general social deviancy through attempted
crackdowns on things like cinemas, and making issues from matters of faith that led to
conflicts with the city’s Sufis.*8? JM’s early work was not of the scale or intensity of Salim’s
counterparts in Najd—it was grassroots social activism rather than a complex religious
project enmeshed with a political partner. But Salim was still drawn to a radical reformation
of faith and of the people who were meant to have it, and the initial emergence and survival
of his movement showed that there was at least some space for that sort of thing in

Northern Lebanon.

Salim’s revivalist movement would not normalise Najd1 Salafism on its own—if anything, the
legacy of his sources and ideas would be a general precedent rather than specific principles.
Worse still, Salim himself was often erased from his own story. It was only half-true that

Najdi Salafism in Lebanon began with him,%8!

while it was easy to find Lebanese sources that
remembered his son, DaT al-Islam ash-Shahal, as the contemporary movement’s founder.*82
That was partly because of the older shaykh’s unusual religious roots. His links to the
tradition were indirect and his revivalism was idiosyncratic by comparison, reflecting his self-
taught background and learning from voices in the transnational discourse like al-Manar.
While he shared some of the same anxieties as the Najdi establishment about things like
bid‘a,*®3 his initial exposure was to Rida’s interpretation and transmission rather than the
tradition itself.*®* As in reformist circles elsewhere like the Malay Peninsula, for example, the

shaykh embraced Rida’s religious authority and general reformism, but his links to the

details of Najdi creed were limited.*®> And that was to say nothing of the fact that even if he
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had been a student of Najdi Salafism, contemporaries described him as “not a man of
organisational thoughts” who could start a wider or lasting movement with JM that
propelled his own views into the future.*®® One lesson was that the earlier shaykh probably
needed more supportive friends. But the other was that he would not be the conduit for the

Najdi establishment’s message in Tripoli.

But Salim was still a significant figure. The bridges he was building to the Najdi establishment
would be foundations for Najdi influence over Tripoli’s revivalist landscape by the eighties.
Even in the city itself, his movement was a formative social experience for people that
shared his revivalist outlook. JM provided the religious activist roots of many future notables
in the Lebanese Islamic activist scene like Sa‘ild Sha‘ban (1928-1998) and Fatht Yakan (1933-
2009), even if they quickly moved on from the organisation and helped introduced other
lines of thought like that of the Muslim Brotherhood—discussed later.*®” But by the sixties,
Salim was matching his increasing intellectual curiosity about the writings of figures like al-
Albani, Ibn Baz and lbn al-‘Uthaymin with increasingly frequent travel to Saudi Arabia that
introduced him to those figures and their circles.*®® While Rida had helped bring post-
Ottoman revivalist ideas to Lebanon, the resulting connections to the Saudi establishment
had the potential to bring not just clearer religious ideas, but patronage for the movements

that could spread them.

Those Saudi connections would deepen the Najdi ‘ulama’s transnational influence and the
Shahals’ local stature in Tripoli. The Najd1 establishment was not just a general source of
patronage for whatever movement Salim ran and the Saudi establishment could be
bothered to fund, but a pathway for his sons to ground themselves in the Najdi tradition. All
three of them—Da“ al-Islam, Abu Bakr, and Radi al-Islam—went on to study at the Islamic

University of Madinah in the eighties, returning with a direct education in the tradition and
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its associated conceptions of creed, law, framing, and identity.*® It was not a deliberate
Saudi “export” of Wahhabism to Lebanon via the Najdi establishment,**° and Saudi interest
was political as much as anything else—among other things, the Saudi government had
tense relations with Egyptian authorities and drawing students towards Madinah could help
undermine Egypt’s prestigious al-Azhar University. The religious impetus lay with people like
the Shahals, who sought opportunities for religious learning, and in the process gained
access to the largesse that the Najdi establishment offered partners abroad.**! The resulting
religious links would thus draw Najdi thought into Tripoli, where Salim ash-Shahal had laid
foundations for it by normalising an aggressive religious revival under the influence of
intellectuals like Rida. That would take time, though, and Salim’s influence would not survive
the gap between when Salim had started building ties to Saudi Arabia around the sixties, and
the graduation of his sons like Da‘T ash-Shahal—alongside others who studied in Madinah at

the same time, like Salim ar-Rafi‘T—in the eighties.

Political Stagnation & Structural Questions

The stagnation of Salim ash-Shahal’s early movement helped ensure that by the time of his
sons’ formative religious education in the eighties, the Najdi tradition faced minimal
competition in the marketplace of revivalist ideas. By the seventies and eighties, J]M was
obviously stalling. It would not propel Tripoli’s society towards widespread Islamic reform
despite becoming more engaged in society and politics, nor would it gain the political power
needed to impose it.**? Salim’s movement had built some influence around Northern
Lebanon and attracted many of its future Islamic notables. And while the state ultimately
suppressed his efforts to impose social reform by force, he was open to political activities
that might help secure it indirectly. But none of that went very far. In the 1972 elections he
ran unsuccessfully as a candidate for the Islamic activist party, Hizb at-Tahrir,*>* while after

the Civil War broke out in 1975, the Shahals and their movement also inched towards
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militancy with al-Jaysh al-Islami, but its actual military role was as limited as their electoral

success.*** Neither his connections nor drive were enough to make him into a political force.

To be fair, Shaykh Salim and JM were only partly responsible for their poor prospects, and
their context mattered as well. As Pall’s work notes, there were issues that stood out about
the movements character. One was the limited appeal of its brand of Islamic revival amidst
competition from other political currents and the Sunni religious establishment. It also did
not help that Salim was willing to coexist with those competitors rather than challenge
them. And Pall also notes that JM received only limited support from sources like Saudi
Arabia.*®> Salim and his movement had made certain choices, but there were other factors—
and particularly centres of power—that influenced what resources they could mobilise in the

Lebanese context and how they could use them.

Considered more closely, that context was one of the secrets to Salim ash-Shahal’s success—
or lack thereof. Much like in Najd, he had had to contend with a class of entrenched elites
that had dominated its politics since the Ottoman era, including some that were particular to
Tripoli.**® And like in Najd, there was a class of religious elites that had enjoyed cooperative
relations with the political authorities since that late Ottoman era. Unfortunately, he was not
one of those people, and the Lebanese parliament had instead legislated the official status
of a principal Sunni religious entity—Dar al-Fatwa—in 1955.47 Instead, the Shahals were
outsiders, and the closest Salim came to political influence was in his occasional work for
Tripoli’s Karami family as an advisor, although the strength of even that relationship was
unclear.**® Taken together, there were hints that the structural environment mirrored the
Najdi one with a mix of political and religious insiders and outsiders, and that it was possible
to describe the ways in which circumstances seemed to constrain movements’
opportunities, behaviour, and prospects. But it would be the early JIM members who had

outgrown the Shahals’ early movement and formed new ideas, not Salim, that initially set
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the direction of revivalist discourse in Tripoli and highlighted the comparable structure of

Lebanon’s politics.

The Comparable Structure of Al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya’s Activism

Salim ash-Shahal’s early movement left space for the Muslim Brotherhood'’s ideas to emerge
in Tripoli by the fifties before Najdi Salafism became more prominent in the eighties, and the
associated movements would tease out Lebanon’s political structures and processes. The
resulting parallels to Saudi Arabia would manifest partly in the evolving activist discourse:
like in the Arabian Peninsula, new lines of thinking emerged thanks to activists who had
moved on from Shaykh Salim’s movement like Fathi Yakan and Sa‘id Sha‘ban. And as in Saudi
Arabia, new activist movements appeared like Yakan’s al-Jama“a al-Islamiyya (J1) and
Sha‘ban’s Harakat at-Tawhid al-Islami (HTI). That itself gave rise to Yakan’s activist theories
that offered an insight into the similar Lebanese structural context, and to JI which survived
by working within its boundaries. And more generally, it put Tripoli’s Salafis like ash-Shahal
and ar-Rafi‘Tin a comparable movement with a comparable context by the time the twenty-

first century came around.

Discourse’s Transnational Evolution & Local Adaptation

Fatht Yakan and Sa‘id Sha‘ban’s politics ultimately differed, but their shifting intellectual
roots in the fifties and sixties combined Salim’s reading of post-Ottoman discourse with a
direct reading of the Muslim Brotherhood’s activist discourse and the indirect influence of its
Levantine offshoots. The Brotherhood’s views did not necessarily challenge Salim or Rida’s
post-Ottoman vision, or the Najdi-adjacent elements. But they offered a complementary
response to a more specific political malaise. Like Najdi Salafism, its origins reflected specific
people and their circumstances, appearing first in 1928 via the “Society of Muslim Brothers”
and the initiative of an Egyptian schoolteacher named Hassan al-Bana (1906-1949). But
unlike Najdi thought, the Brotherhood understood the Arab world’s malaise and its sources
in structural terms rather than religious ones. Rather than framing issues in the language of
belief and disbelief that lacked clear political implications, al-Bana’s message was direct and

unambiguous: post-Ottoman Egypt and its society faced economic inequality, foreign
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domination, and moral corruption caused by the failures of Egypt’s political establishment

and the transnational threat of Western domination and subversion.*??

The Brotherhood’s proposed response to the post-Ottoman malaise had the same revivalist
inclination. As with the scholars in the Arabian Peninsula and specific figures like Rida, they
envisioned an Islamic revival that returned society to the ways of the salaf as-salih, while
confronting Western domination and Muslim decline through social activism and political
participation.>® That would be distinct from the Najdi prescription despite the similar
vocabulary. Instead of rooting out threats to belief like bid‘a as Najdi Salafism did, it
proposed a modernist reconciliation of new developments with Islam’s fundamental values,
resulting in an ideal Islamic order which aimed to reap the benefits of secular programs like
democracy and socialism without the deficits. And even if it did not start in Lebanon the
Brotherhood’s formative years suggested that such a message had strong prospects in any
society marred by a sense of deprivation, with branches spreading rapidly throughout Egypt
in the thirties.>®* That was not to ignore the fact that the real implications for activism
outside of Egypt were slightly uncertain. With vague organisational principles and internal
disagreements about issues like electoral participation, the status of non-members and non-
Muslims, and forming a political party, the movement’s specific program was not totally
clear.>%2 But for impatient revivalists like Yakan and Sha‘ban, the Brotherhood’s general
discourse of “political Islam” was still an accessibly simplistic explanation to the complex
problems of the day, and it proposed an Islamic solution to society’s malaise more directly

than Najd1 thinking or at least Salim’s take on it.

Despite offering a clear set of ideas and example, the Muslim Brotherhood’s founders and
early movement’s discourse would influence and complement the Najdi-aligned Salafism of
Rida and Salim more than the actual Brotherhood organisation did. But that was normal and

the movement’s affiliates in the Levant were unlikely to be extensions of the original
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Egyptian networks. The core organisation was interested in propagating its message and
building transnational ties with a focus on the Arab Middle East, forming liaison committees
that reflected the movement’s emphasis on the region and its passing interest in the rest of
the Muslim world.>?3 But it was difficult to see what inspiration the original branch might
offer. Its priorities were particular to Egypt during the forties and its divided leadership split
their attention between civil politics and reckless political violence. The results of that
approach were uninspiring: the activists’ campaign escalated to the point where they
assassinated a judge in 1948, and the government responded by killing al-Bana.>%* And that
record made it difficult to see if or how other movements could or should have built on the
Brotherhood’s work, except by taking the fungible elements of its political discourse and

adapting it to local circumstances.

The Brotherhood’s influence on Lebanon was therefore indirect, and entrenched itself in the
same localised way that it did elsewhere outside of Egypt. When early Brotherhood affiliates
emerged around the Levant in 1945, they emerged like Salim’s movement did: as indigenous
actors that adapted a foreign discourse to a new movement. A Syrian Brotherhood emerged
under the leadership of figures like Mustafa as-Siba‘t (1915-1964) and their existing religious
and activist circle, taking inspiration from the original Egyptian movement while being more
tolerant of outsiders and the Syrian political order generally.>®> And a Jordanian Brotherhood
appeared under the leadership of ‘Abd al-Latif Abu Qiira (d.1967) and embraced al-Bana’s
religious message but operated with the ulterior motive of fighting Zionist movements in
Palestine—something that the political establishment valued as a tool against left-wing
agitation at the time.>%® Both movements had taken on elements of the Muslim
Brotherhood’s ideas, which were transnational in their scope. But they also showed that
there could and would be a synthesis of new activist thought from the Brotherhood’s model
and local influences, rather than a blind imitation the former and a heedless erasure of the

latter.
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Lebanon’s first Brotherhood movement—al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya—would follow those other
regional affiliates’ example over the fifties and sixties under Fathi Yakan’s leadership.
Yakan’s first contribution was a vision: he perceived a gap in the activist landscape and
proposed a means of filling it. While the Brotherhood’s ideology informed its message, JI
came about as young activists grew dissatisfied with the scale and scope of Islamic reform in
Lebanon. Its formal founding—as Pall notes—was in 1964,°%7 but its underlying networks
had emerged in the late fifties under Fathi Yakan’s leadership. That was a welcome response
to a market gap at the time: while nationalist thought had inspired other new political
movements, politically engaged Islamic activism was absent outside the curated auspices of
elites like Tripoli’s Karami and Salam families. It was a gap that the Shahals’ movement had
only highlighted, with its occasional protests against things like secular judicial reform that
contrasted awkwardly with their aforementioned connections to elite players like the
Karamis.>® But for the disillusioned or ambitious like Yakan, the initial alternatives had been
networks like those led by Muhammad ad-Da‘lq’s (1910-2006), which he had joined by
1953.%% That would be a good formative experience that helped Yakan build a reputation
and relationships, while exposing him to Muhammad Qutb’s works and the influence of
Mustafa as-Siba“t who had become more active in Lebanon amidst worsening repression in
Syria. But it was also stifling, and Yakan would recall that ad-Da‘tq’s avoidance of political
activism was a point of disagreement.>1° With motivation and ideas on the one hand but no
opportunities on the other, the situation would drive him and other dissenting figures to

found JI in 1957.°11

JI and Yakan quickly transformed from informal to formal fixtures of Lebanon’s activist
landscape as the domestic and international context shifted. The movement received a
helpful jolt in 1958 after Lebanon’s President Camille Chamoun sparked a political crisis by
attempting to extend his term and align Lebanon with Western powers, validating the anti-

Western anxieties that ran deep in Brotherhood thought. And by the time they formally
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established the movement in the sixties, it was working with Islamic groups abroad and
conducting its own publishing and outreach,>!? while Yakan’s domestic and international
profile was growing as he led the movement from its offices and a mosque in Tripoli’s Abi
Samra neighbourhood.>'? None of that was a repudiation of Salim ash-Shahal’s al-Jama‘a al-
Muslimidn—Salim’s movement was an inseparable part of Salafi and Islamic activism’s
history in Tripoli, and the shaykh had played a pivotal role in laying foundations for the Najdi
tradition in the city. But for figures like Yakan who had activist leanings that JM had not
addressed and who aligned more closely with the Brotherhood’s message, JI was a necessary
development that reconciled the vague revivalism of figures like Rida with the Egyptian

movement’s emphasis on social transformation.

Fathi Yakan Describes a Comparable Political Structure

Yakan’s movement survived the seventies and Lebanon’s Civil War by working within the
limits of the Lebanese social and political context which his writings described. Above all, his
legacy was practical. His contributions to Lebanese activist thought would frame political
identity in more transparently political and philosophical terms, distinguishing a Muslim
community against the Western actors and forces that had concerned Brotherhood
founders. Like the movement’s original Egyptian thinkers, Yakan’s foundational concerns
were political rather than credal, and the foremost issue was the Muslim world’s post-
Ottoman decline in the face of repeated instances of Western duplicity and attacks like the
Sykes-Picot and Balfour agreements.>* But besides those attacks, he also claimed that more
subtle plots by Western actors and forces were afoot, including schemes by great powers
like the United States or the Vatican as a representative of Christendom, and an unspecified
spread of Jewish plots to undermine the Islamic world.>!> And those in turn were
accompanied by less specific patterns of subversion by transnational ideological forces like

Marxism and historical materialism, capitalism and the resulting social models, and
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Freemasonry.>1® With a firmer grounding in current issues and an elaborate imagination of

the forces behind them, Yakan’s politics bore the imprint of the Brotherhood.

That did not mean Yakan had become an extension of the Muslim Brotherhood’s influence
at the expense of earlier or later iterations of Lebanese Salafism. For him, the Brotherhood’s
ideology was a tool that explained Lebanon and its wider context. He found proof of the
movement’s philosophical concerns about Islam in the Levant, condemning the Syrian Ba’ath
Party as a materialist enterprise with its Marxist overtones, and Syrian nationalists as
desecrators of Islamic civilisation with their pre-Islamic tribalism.>'” And while his work
echoed the general concerns that lay at the root of al-Bana’s message, its ideas would not
alienate him from the Salafi sphere. The same anxieties that Yakan expressed about
Marxism, Jews, and Freemasons—alongside more tangible problems like Western ambitions
for the Middle East—would have parallels in later Saudi writings from figures like Safar al-
Hawali,>!8 to say nothing of D3 ash-Shahal and Salim ar-Rafi‘T’s rhetoric in the twenty first
century. While taking inspiration from the Brotherhood’s ideology, Yakan was still

fundamentally a product of Lebanon’s own political and intellectual climate.

Yakan’s program for activism reflected those Lebanese roots. He accommodated a structural
context where activists sat above a Lebanese public that would reject a sudden and
widespread Islamic transformation, and below an elite-dominated political system that
would not tolerate disruptions or competitors. Mirroring Saudi Arabia’s Sahwa movements,
he saw the wider public arena as activists’ home and cautioned them to mobilise resources
carefully within it. To that end, he encouraged gradualism that accommodated not just the
Sunni community’s possible reticence towards drastic social transformation, but the need
for amicable relations between Lebanon’s Sunnis and other confessional communities.>!® He
expanded on the Brotherhood’s principles of organisation and education, emphasising the
development of movement leaders whose capacities as preachers with a strong “Islamic

personality” and good religious understandings that allowed them to apply Islam to all
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aspects of society,>?°

while discouraging radical or coercive revolutionary tendencies. It was
a style of social reform that Yakan presented as a pragmatic course, drawing parallels to the
practice of medicine by calling activists to respond to diagnosable problems and their
symptoms in Muslim society with religiously-sound treatments, rather than imposing a
predefined vision on the public without consideration of its own sensitivities.>? And through
such work that he believed activist leaders could be a vanguard to a wider party that
gradually dislodged religious ignorance in society through religious education and outreach

that paved the way towards an Islamic state.>??

The other side of Yakan’s pragmatic activist vision was an accommodation of Lebanon’s
domestic political environment and its structures, in which centres of power shaped
opportunities and threats from above like Saudi authorities did. As his writings about
Lebanese politics and society in al-Mas’ala al-Lubnaniyya put it, Yakan saw JI as an outsider
party in that wider system, where political power sat with established political parties and
leaders of Lebanon’s confessional communities. That system was something that he
expected Islamic movements would have to live with when unreasonable sacrifices would be
required to transform the Lebanese system, and foreign powers were guarantors for
Lebanese elites.>?3 It was an expression of resignation rather than satisfaction—Yakan
blamed that system for imposing permanent marginal status on Lebanese Muslims by
assigning political power and roles in government according to quotas that favoured
Christians.>?* Moreover, he would hold the mix of domestic and foreign interests partly
responsible for the Lebanese Civil War that lasted from 1975 to 1989, assigning blame for
the crisis to attempts by Palestinian movements, Christian nationalists, and others to secure
their interests, or their role as conduits for the transnational forces that destabilised

Lebanon.>?®> Notwithstanding his views about where they needed to take society, Yakan
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acknowledged that like in Saudi Arabia, activists had a marginal place in the Lebanese

political order which they would need to accommodate rather than change.

That grounded view of politics did not mean Yakan lacked any ambition for structural
reform, but he accommodated the marginalising forces that he described rather than
challenging them. He called for the abolition of the confessional system, the end of Maronite
Christian political dominance, and the formation of a new Islamic society without abolishing
the institution or the community itself. The presidency, for example, would shift from
Lebanon’s Christians to its Muslims on majoritarian grounds, while he asserted that the new
Islamic order would secure Christians’ rights.>?® On the one hand, that was stark, and
satisfied Yakan’s desire to abolish the established order and end the effects of Lebanon’s
political class on Muslims. But it was also a concession that both those things were
permanent parts of Lebanon’s political landscape, if only because of American and European
support for Lebanon’s system and especially its Christians.”?” And taken together, it struck a
balance between his ambitions for an ideal outcome based on the discourse of Islamic
reform, and the marginal realities of the actors who had to interpret it within the structures

of their local context.

That pragmatism allowed JI to survive the seventies and eighties by engaging with the public
and operating within the constraints that Yakan described. His conciliatory approach to
activism helped JI spread in Lebanon’s wider society even as it built a distinct party
apparatus.>?® Rather than attempting to replace the existing social order it worked within it,
establishing itself as a moderate movement by using preaching and education networks to
expand geographically into the Bega“ valley and Sidon, and socially beyond the Lebanese
majority into the Palestinian camps.>?® And where it did operate as a political actor, JI
worked within the Lebanese system’s boundaries and availed itself to whatever was an

established political process at the time. Before the Civil War, that included participation in
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the electoral process that saw the movement run candidates in the 1972 polls.>*° And after
the war broke out in 1975, it mobilised as an armed actor but positioned itself as a defender
of Lebanon’s Sunnis alongside Lebanese and Palestinian nationalist groups,®! in parallel with
actors from other confessional communities like the ‘Alawi Arab Democratic Party in
Tripoli.>32 None of those accommodations signalled an abandonment of Yakan’s wider
ambitions—many of the books outlining his vision came out after 1975, after all. But it
signalled an awareness that like in Saudi Arabia, there were political forces which shaped the
operating context from above, and movements ultimately needed to operate in a way that

accommodated them.

From an academic perspective, JI and Fathi Yakan’s legacy was an illustration of a Lebanese
social environment that encouraged the emergence of Tripoli’s Salafif movements and a test
case of the political structure that would constrain them. Historically, it was a further
evolution in the history of Lebanese Salafism and Islamic activism in Tripoli that filled the
gaps left by IM. And intellectually, its underlying discourse had expanded on Salim ash-
Shahal’s appropriation of Rashid Rida’s Najdi-adjacent revivalism. As Da‘i al-Islam ash-Shahal
would note, Yakan and his contemporaries like Sa“id Sha‘ban were historically important
figures in Lebanon’s Islamic and particularly Salafi movements, even if he thought that their
links to the Muslim Brotherhood stood out.>3 But Yakan’s own ideas were also an insight
into the structure of Lebanese politics and marginal actors’ place in it: a system that
resource mobilisation theory might make comprehensible by positioning activists at an
intersection of the public sphere in which they could mobilise resources and elites that
shaped their opportunities and constraints. But while that invited comparisons to the Saudi
context it was also not the whole story. Looking further ahead, figures like Salim ar-Rafi1
would acknowledge Yakan and JI’s influence on activist Salafism in Tripoli. But ar-Rafi‘r’s

history also highlighted another movement—that of Yakan’s colleague Sa‘id Sha‘ban, who
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founded Harakat at-Tawhid al-Islami (HTI).>34 While JI’s cautious discourse and history had
highlighted the comparable structure of Lebanon’s politics, HTI’s history as a more radical
movement helped tease out the observable processes by which the centres of power

regulated marginal actors’ place in it.

The Clearer Processes of Harakat at-Tawhid al-Islami’s Failure

While Yakan and Jl illustrated structural parallels between the Lebanese and Saudi contexts,
the mobilisation and demobilisation of Harakat at-Tawhid al-Islami under Yakan’s
colleague—Sa“id Sha‘ban—illustrated the processes behind Salafi movements’ structural
position with a clarity that the Saudi context lacked. While Saudi activists’ activities had been
hard to describe in detail, Sha‘ban visibly established HTI as an authoritarian actor that
loomed over the Trabelsi public in the early eighties by co-opting disparate armed groups—a
visible pattern of behaviour described simply by resource mobilisation theory. And while
events in Saudi Arabia hinted at clearer structural explanations, the Syrian regime’s ensuing
crackdown in the middle of the eighties reflected processes of contentious politics theory,
particularly demobilisation. That theoretical account overlooked meaningful details—the
ensuing massacres had a real human cost that was easy to miss from the national
perspective. But it was enough to show that although Lebanon’s Salafis like ash-Shahal and
ar-Rafi‘ movements had a political context that was comparable to that of Saudi Arabia, it

was also one where the processes behind their place in it were easier to track.

HTI’s Resource Mobilisation

Sa“ld Sha‘ban built HTI into a fragile organisation during the early eighties by co-opting
Tripoli’s existing armed actors—a pattern of resource mobilisation that was necessary for
him to impose a new social order in the city. That pragmatic approach could not change the
fact that he was still an ideological and even radical figure. On the one hand, he was a
colleague of the more cautious Fathi Yakan, whom he had met during their shared time in
Salim ash-Shahal’s JM. And he had spent some time as part of the more sustainable JI. On
the other hand, though, Sha‘ban opportunistically led HTI to power by capitalising on the

short term benefits of political disruptions, and its unusual composition would hint at his
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radicalism.>3> That radicalism was not an inevitable product of his religious roots—like

336 while

Yakan, he harboured concerns about correct belief and Muslims’ mutual obligations,
in politics he described the same tangible threats from great powers like the United States
and Israel and called for an Islamic revival in response.>3’ But it would be difficult to miss the
fact that he carved out a powerful position for HTI in Tripoli and used it to coerce the
Trabelsi public, setting himself against the people and the system in ways that Yakan had

warned against.

HTI's founding showed that Sha‘ban’s priority was speed rather than sustainability, and was
relying on resource mobilisation to build a movement. Rather than working with the people,
he engaged in elite brokerage that mobilised other actors as partners in a disparate
organisation instead of social activism that built it from the ground up. He had not really
disproven Yakan’s observations about how movements needed to work with the Lebanese
public, and JI's original movement would outlast JM’s by putting down roots in wider
Lebanese society. Instead, HTI emerged after Sha‘ban cut deals that allowed him to cobble a
piecemeal organisation together. That brokerage had paid off by August of 1982, after a
series of closed meetings that named Sha‘ban leader of a new movement in Tripoli and he
accepted loyalty pledges from group leaders in the city’s at-Tawba Mosque, while HTI’s
members displayed their weapons openly.>*® And the new organisation’s appearance was
unsurprising given the Trabelsi social climate of the eighties—a time when the Civil War had
created a political vacuum and the 1982 Israeli invasion had fuelled wider anxieties about
the community’s security. But the movement’s disparate founding membership and
leadership also suggested that there was little holding the movement together. The shaykh
had linked the more politically cautious Islamic activist Jund Alldh movement led by Kan‘an

N3ji,>3 the Palestinian nationalist al-Mugawama ash-Sha‘abiyya movement under Khalil
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‘Akawi,>° and Harakat Lubnan al-‘Arabi,>*' another Palestinian nationalist movement led by
‘Ismat al-Murad.>*? In isolation, it was not clear what—if anything—was keeping the band

together.

That pragmatic pattern of resource mobilisation was telling: HTI had a distinct agenda for
society, but the organisation was fragile. Rather than building his authority on a solid social
foundation, resource mobilisation theory suggested that Sha‘ban had stumbled into a
fundamental organisational problem: “supporters—those who provide[d] money, facilities,
and even labor—may have [had] no commitment to the values that underlie specific
movements.”>*3 There was good reason to take that approach when the shaykh’s ideological
orientation made it difficult to just persuade anyone to work with him. Even if he had the
same religious and political roots as Yakan, he saw the sort of preaching and education that

helped build JI as secondary concerns,>**

and HTI was not going to spend time on the
cautious style of Brotherhood-inspired activism that Yakan proposed. But that also meant
that he would be appealing to his partners as an ally of convenience who supported shared
interests, and there would be no common social foundation to unite the various HTI leaders
who did not really share Sha‘ban’s politics or religious views.”*® And it also meant that HTI’s
survival would only last as long as he could continue brokering agreements and shared
understandings between the elites who have given him access to the resources that they

controlled. Without that, there was no way to preserve an organisation that had never really

had its own resources and impose a social agenda that lacked public consent.>*¢

But while that fragility was an inevitable problem when mobilising resources in that fashion,
it was worth the cost for someone who wanted to impose reform from above like Sha‘ban.

His pragmatism served an authoritarian agenda for social reform in Tripoli, and appeared to
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pay off after HTI’s declared that it had founded an Islamic emirate in the city in 1983.>% It
was a familiar project that echoed the attempts at coercive social reform that had been part
of Salim ash-Shahal’s early activism—and the second Saudi state’s crackdown—more than
Yakan’s attempts to work with the public. And it also aligned with regional activist trends in
the eighties that had reached Tripoli. Just as JM had drawn on Rida’s Najdi-adjacent
revivalism and JI had taken from the Muslim Brotherhood’s ideas about activism from within
the public sphere, HTI’'s emergence mirrored the 1979 Iranian revolution that had inspired
Islamic reformers with a dramatic transformation of society from above.>*® The shaykh’s
public statements reflected a mix of all those trends, with an artisanal blend of anxieties
about tawhid that echoed the early revival of Salim ash-Shahal, the Brotherhood and JI’s
political realism, and a commitment to an Islamic political vocabulary which made even a
recitation of the Qur’an into a defiant commitment to action “even if the polytheists dislike
it.”>* It was a message that lacked a single set of roots—it reflected Sa‘id Sha‘ban’s agency
as someone who curated overlapping influences. But it also sent a clear signal that HTI’s core

priority was the imposition of social change, not a popular base or a warm public image.

HTI’s coercive approach to Islamic reform was not sustainable, and its short-term successes
did not change its long-term structural problems. Its authoritarian nature was unmistakeable
as it consolidated its control in Tripoli from 1983 to 1985. Rather than social outreach, the
movement pursued a campaign of coercive reform that banned things it deemed un-
Islamic—businesses like cafes and theatres, sports like tennis, and hobbies like golf.>>° By
nature, that was not a campaign of soft persuasion. HTl was positioning itself as a radical

>>1 and taking an approach that would alienate

actor by using violence to impose its vision,
Sha‘ban from the same society that Yakan had urged activists to co-opt.>>? Framing a violent
social crackdown with religious language and values would not overcome any resulting

public unease—as was the case elsewhere, a radical discourse that co-opted Islam to
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validate militancy was more offensive than reassuring to a wider Muslim public.>>3 Instead,
HTI's continued organisational recruitment would depend on economically marginalised
people that benefitted from membership more than the religiously motivated.>>* But that
pool of human capital would eventually run dry, and by setting the movement against the
same public that could have staffed it, Sha‘ban had created a problem: without clear public
support, HTI’s survival depended heavily on his brokerage of a working relationship with the
other actors that had helped build it.>>> Movements like his could still replace shared
anxieties or interests with a sense of shared identity and values,>>® but if he continued to
rely on pragmatic brokerage as a means of mobilising resources, then his movement was not

secure.

Even if the shaykh could ignore those problems during HTIs rise to power in 1982 and 1983,
he owed his success to a run of good luck and things were going to end badly. In Tripoli itself,
disruptive circumstances had initially conspired to secure HTI’s dominance over the public
and its position against competitors. Notwithstanding its radical orientation, it found itself in
an alliance with parts of the Palestinian national movement under Yasir ‘Arafat’s leadership,
which had been forced to flee to Tripoli in 1982 amidst pressure from the Israeli and Syrian
governments.>>” The relationship was not a reflection of ‘Arafat’s politics or religious
background, and served his interests some extent while constraining HTI and the threat that
its radical approach might have posed to them. He used Sha‘ban’s organisation to eliminate
challengers in the Palestinian movement,>>® while also working to maintain amicable

relations between it and the un-Islamic outsiders that it wanted to attack.>®® The relationship
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was also not totally one-sided—HTI was doing work for ‘Arafat but his material support
helped arm it, while manipulating his conflicts offered a pretext on which to eliminate Sa‘id
Sha‘ban’s rivals in Tripoli.>®® But it was not a permanent solution to Sha‘ban’s long-term
problems. From the outset, Sha‘ban had depended on elite brokerage to mobilise the
resources that he needed to impose his brand of social reform from above, and the resulting
movement was inherently fragile. That begged an obvious question of what would happen
to HTI's fragile coalition if those resources disappeared. And it suggested a less obvious but
much more dangerous question: would the resources that enabled authoritarian control
over the public be sufficient to resist intervention from the centres of power that observers

like Yakan had described?

HTI’s Contentious Politics & Demobilisation

While Sha‘ban’s haphazard movement showed how activists could mobilise resources to
impose social change, the Syrian regime’s ensuing crackdown on his emirate illustrated the
processes of contentious politics—particularly “demobilisation” —by which a centre of
power could use co-optation and repression to shape their place and role. The emirate was
the beneficiary of a political vacuum, and it would only be so long before Damascus imposed
itself. That should not have been surprising when the Syrian regime was precisely the kind of
foreign power that Yakan had warned of in the Lebanese system, and it had never really
disengaged from Tripoli or the north during the war.>%? Still, Syrian interest had seemingly
shifted away from the city after the 1982 Israeli invasion of South Lebanon created other
priorities,>®? giving HTI and their partners an opportunity to capitalise on weakened Syrian
control.>®® But that was not a victory for HTI or the Palestinians, and after Damascus

returned its attention to the city in 1983, they would have a problem.>%*
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At the outset, it may have appeared that the Syrian regime’s intervention was enabling
Sha‘ban’s project rather than threatening it. In 1983 Damascus seemed to be targeting
‘Arafat as a Palestinian player outside its control,*®> and its moves against him would serve
HTI by letting it enjoy the lingering material benefits of its ties to ‘Arafat while freeing it of
any earlier political obligations. As Sha‘ban’s Palestinian partners left Tripoli, their
abandoned guns and heavy weapons were a windfall for his movement,>®® and with the
resulting combination of resources and independence he was free to proclaim an emirate in
the city. Unfortunately, Damascus had not actively facilitated Sha‘ban as a partner or his
emirate as a proxy for Syrian rule. Rather, it had moved against one actor while leaving
another largely alone, leaving some temporary space for the shaykh to consolidate his
position.>®” And it would only be so long before the political realities behind that distinction

started to impose themselves.

By 1984, Damascus had predictably started to reassert its authority while HTI was
increasingly in contention with Syrian interests, marking the beginning of the end for the
organisation. The problem was not Sa‘id Sha‘ban’s political ambitions in themselves—at face
value, they were as contentious as those of Yakan and JI’s. But the crackdown on ‘Arafat
should have been a warning sign that any challenge from him or his partners to Syrian
authority was at least a potential problem. And after driving most of its enemies from Tripoli
by 1984,°%8 there were warning signs that HTI’s position was inherently secure. Internally,

Sha‘ban and his partners still comprised a diverse movement, and still ranged from secular
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figures who sometimes intervened to protect people from the organisation itself,>®® and
others who combined apparent zeal with criminal opportunism.>’° But by 1984 the more
serious problem was that HTI had gone to war against one of Damascus’s remaining partners
in Tripoli, the ‘AlawT Arab Democratic Party (ADP). Within HTI itself the reasons varied,
ranging from some leaders’ religious disdain for ‘Alawis themselves to the hostility amongst
HTI’s Palestinian nationalist members towards Damascus and proxies like the ADP. But for
the Syrian government it was a simple matter of contentious politics: Sha‘ban’s partners
wanted to force its remaining allies from Tripoli, at a time when it was beginning to reassert
its presence in Lebanon and facing pressure from the ADP to intervene.”’! And given the
power imbalance relative to Damascus, the question was simple: had HTI’s leaders perceived

an ongoing opportunity where it no longer existed,>’? or did they not care?

In the ensuing Syrian government crackdown, HTI faced demobilising pressure rather than
outright destruction. It was becoming clear that like Yakan suggested, Islamic actors had to
accept a position in Lebanon’s political structure that was subordinate to the political
establishment. The Syrian government was not necessarily out to destroy HTI, and in its
initial negotiations had backed an ultimatum that would allow the partners that HTI had
previously expelled backed into Tripoli. As that failed and the resulting fighting overwhelmed
HTI, Sha‘ban had a choice between continuing the fight or deferring to the Syrian regime.>’3
He chose the latter and split from his partners, heading to Damascus for negotiations in

October 1985 with facilitation from Iranian government officials.>’* And the fact that he

could do so spoke to the dynamics behind the Syrian regime’s crackdown. It was not an all-
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out war against Tripoli that would see Damascus and its local allies destroy every trace of
resistance to Syrian control—something that common sense and general theory suggested
was possible for the regime.>’® Rather, it was a process of demobilisation, by which Syrian
authorities sought to end perceived challenges to their interests, whether by co-opting
challengers as active partners, pushing them to withdraw or “defect” from politics, or

repressing them.>7®

The outcomes of that demobilisation were a reminder that marginal actors’ survival
ultimately depended on how a centre of power perceived them relative to its interests. That
distinction would see some HTI members, leaders, and associated communities suffer the
worst of the Syrian crackdown of 1985 and 1986. While Sha‘ban had cut a deal for himself
and the parts of HTI that answered to him by October 1985, the Syrian regime was intent on
killing anything that it associated—correctly or otherwise—with the defiant parts of the

movement. As Syrian personnel returned to Tripoli,>”’

survival depended on whether they
believed people and communities had subordinated themselves. Sha‘ban’s faction—which
would become aligned with the Syrian regime—would survive the massacres,>’® but others
would not. Some of the ensuing violence was relatively discriminate. February 1986 saw the
assassination of Khalil ‘Akawi, for example, whose overlapping roles in HTI’s formation, a
splinter faction within the HTI, and anti-Syrian Palestinian nationalism had set him against
Damascus.>’® But most of it was indiscriminate. Syrian personnel and local partners from the
ADP’s militia elements, local criminal figures, and others overwhelmed Tripoli, using
massacres—particularly in the Bab al-Tabbaneh neighbourhood—to purge remaining

suspected HTI holdouts.>8°
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That crackdown highlighted a general point: while Tripoli’s Salafis and activists had a
structural context resembling that of their Saudi counterparts, the demobilising processes
behind their place and role in it were more transparent. Academic language did not capture
the seriousness of the issue. The massacres would become an entrenched issue in local
historical memory, resurface as an issue amidst the tensions and violence of the 2010s,°8!
and dissuade figures like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘t from operating directly out of Tripoli after
graduating from Madinah in the eighties.>8? But for academic observers who could ignore
the human realities, the wreckage of Sa‘id Sha‘ban’s project represented a critical inflection
point in the history of Lebanese Salafism, and a transparent illustration of the processes
behind the associated movements’ place in Tripoli. The structure that HTI inhabited had not
been the central issue. As Fathi Yakan’s observations and resource mobilisation theory
would suggest, Sha‘ban could harness resources that helped HTI rise as an actor which then
imposed itself on society below, placing the movement at the same intersection of the
public and the centres of power that Saudi Arabia’s Sahwd movements had appeared to
inhabit. But the processes that shaped HTI’s place in that context—best captured in the
language of contentious politics theories and simplified in a general principle of
demobilisation—were also clearer. Damascus was positioned like the Al Sa‘td and could
facilitate those who submitted to its authority while repressing those who challenged it.>%3
HTI’s destruction showed those processes with a transparency that the Saudi setting lacked,
giving an insight into how the centres of power in the comparable Lebanese setting shaped a

marginal movement’s context and place in it.

581 pjerre-André Chabrier, "La « Guerre des Pauvres » a Tripoli (Liban). ‘Asabiyyat Urbaines a I'Epreuve de |a
Crise Syrienne," Confluences Méditerranée 85, no. 2 (2013): 91-92.

582 Rougier, Sunni Tragedy in the Middle East, 201; Misbah al-“Ali, "al-Kharita as-Salafiyya al-Lubnaniyya wal-
Junth Nahw al-‘Unf Tahta Musamayyat al-Jihad," Al-Jam/ (09/06/2007 2007).
https://www.aljaml.com/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B7%D8%A9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%
D8%B3%D9%84%D9%81%D9%8A%D8%A9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D8%A8%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%86%
D9%8A%D8%A9%20%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AC%D9%86%D9%88%D8%AD%20%D9%86%D8%AD%D9%
88%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D9%86%D9%81%20%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%AA%20%D9%85%D8%B3%D9%
85%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AC%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%AF.

583 McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, Dynamics of Contention, 7-8, 66.

114



Salafis’ Place in Post-War Sunni Politics

The crackdown on HTI was not going to be the last time that centres of Lebanese power
intervened in marginal Islamic actors’ affairs, especially when a new Sunni order was
emerging in the nineties that was structurally like the Saudi one but less stable. After the
settlement of Lebanon’s Civil War, a class of elites would continue looming over the Salafi
movement and wider Lebanese society, vesting authority in actors like the Sunni Hariri
family that could muster substantial material resources and political influence that made
them into confessional centres of power. But those actors faced domestic competition and
foreign pressure that could shift made their position and interests. And while the Salafis had
matured into a movement with firmer Najdi roots, ash-Shahal’s troubles in the nineties
showed that their survival still depended on whether they worked within Lebanese elites’
preferred boundaries. Rather than pursuing a rigid authoritarian vision like HTI had, they had
to ensure that their role reflected the sensitivities and structure of their context, and

operate from a place that the centres of power could tolerate.

Strong Authoritarian Structures & Weak Authoritarian Power

Lebanon’s post-War environment stuck the Salafis in an authoritarian structure that was like
Saudi Arabia’s, but governed by a more insecure class of elites whose interests were more
likely to shift. The formal settlement of Lebanon’s Civil War might have seemed like a new
start, as the surviving members of Lebanon’s 1972 parliament signed the 1989 Taif
Agreement.>8* But the deal was an instrument of continuity rather than change. It mainly
served the Lebanese elite, by guaranteeing confessional representation in the legislature
without detaching it from the established parties, and ensuring that they and their
representatives would occupy roles in executive government. That left Lebanon’s system
unchanged even as the text of the Taif Agreement acknowledged the need to change it,>®°
and while confessional communities nominally had more room to compete on the national
level, the political representatives who did that would represent each community’s ruling
interests more than the wider public. That placed actors like the Salafis in as limiting a place

as ever: marginal players in a system that subjected them to political authority which they
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could never access.>® The problem was not quite that things were the same as ever. Rather,
it was that the post-war settlement had shifted and entrenched political power in Lebanon
instead of restructuring it, and those marginal players would have to treat the system and

their place in it as a fixed thing.

That post-war settlement did not preclude further shifts in power at the top—something
that happened with Rafiq Hariri’s emergence as a new centre of power atop the Sunni
confessional order. Personally, Hariri had been born in 1944, about a half hour’s drive south
from Beirut in Sidon, and professionally he was a businessman. And while his political focus
would be in Lebanon, he would build the influence and resource base that made him into a
centre of Sunni political power while working as an expatriate in Saudi Arabia.>®” By the
eighties he had started cultivating political relationships in Lebanon, ingratiating himself
either as an acquaintance of political notables and the Syrian government, or as a mediator
between them.>® By the nineties that began translating into a more tangible kind of political
influence with his assumption of Lebanon’s Prime Ministership from 1992 to 1998 and from
2000 to 2005, and management of much of its post-war reconstruction.>®® Taken together, it
was a story of self-invention that spoke to the nature of political power and its shifts in post-
War Lebanon: by making the right contacts and enough money, anyone could become part

of the country’s national elite.

The instability of elite power would mean little for the Salafi movement. It was technically in
contention with actors like Rafiq Hariri’s emerging Sunni establishment but—more
realistically—stuck in an authoritarian system like their Saudi counterparts. Hariri’s authority
was confessional as well as formal, having established himself as the hegemonic leader of
Lebanon’s Sunni community. And that authority was not just a reflection of personal
charisma. He formed patronage networks that drew on large parts of the Lebanese economy

to buy off or marginalise competitors and enable loyalists, establishing a dynasty that
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bequeathed power in the community to his son, Saad, after his 2005 assassination.>®® That
did not guarantee that the position of actors like the Salafi movement would be completely
marginal—in hindsight, it was telling that while Rafiq Hariri suppressed them in the nineties
when he needed to consolidate his authority, Saad Hariri would try to build closer ties to the
movement after 2006 when trying to burnish his credentials as a unifying Sunni figure.>! But
in the language of contentious politics, the differences highlighted an arrangement in which
the Hariris would create new opportunities for the Salafis and other marginal actors when
doing so helped manage new challenges or emerging opportunities.>? And like in Saudi
Arabia, it pointed to an arrangement where a ruling elite could leverage religious actors as

partners who reinforced the community’s solidarity and the Hariris’ authority over it.>3

But while the resulting system left the Salafis at the bottom of that authoritarian structure,
the complex pressures on Lebanon meant that the position and interests of actors like the
Hariris were liable to change. While nominally independent, Lebanese politics faced
pervasive international interference. The United States, French, and Saudi governments had
chosen Rafiq Hariri as their preferred partner and intervened to maintain his political and

physical security,”®*

while the Taif Agreement that laid foundations for the wider system was
itself a result of Saudi and Syrian facilitation.>®®> Lebanon’s executive government was
similarly compromised. Damascus had secured domestic political backing from pro-Syrian

elites and legal grounding with the 1999 Treaty of Brotherhood, Cooperation, and
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Coordination,>%® and approved officials in critical roles including the president,*®” signalling
its lasting control in Lebanon.>%® And outside the routinised structures of politics and the
formalised ones of executive government, the Iranian state’s roots in Lebanese society were
maturing. While Tehran’s influence in the country was not new, its relationship with the Shi‘
party Hizbullah was deepening thanks in part to the latter’s ideological sympathies towards
the Iranian government’s revolutionary stance, and to recent friction with Damascus that

had encouraged the Party to shop around for new backers.>%

And so it was that Lebanon’s Salafi movements faced a structurally stable but politically
unpredictable system where the opportunities and threats would change over time. The
political environment would always be slightly unstable at the top when Lebanon’s
confessional elites would always be slightly disloyal to the national system. When there was
a mess of conflicting interests and priorities that made it difficult to solve national political

problems and pressures from abroad that could cause them,®%

political shocks—like those
that subsequent chapters discuss in 2005, 2008, 2011, and 2013—were a constant
possibility. As those shocks came, power could weaken and decentralise. And more
importantly, the interests that shaped Sunnr elites’ intervention in the affairs of marginal
players like the Salafl movement could shift,®%! reshaping the structure of their political

context and their place relative to Sunni power in it.

Salafis in the Post-War Order
Ash-Shahal’s insecure place in the new order was a reminder that Lebanon’s Salafi

movements could not ignore the perceptions and interests of the country’s insecure elites.
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After returning to Lebanon from his travels in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere,?°? the shaykh
helped normalise Najdi Salafism in Tripoli, but not a deference to political authority. Some of
the credit still went to his father, Salim, of course. The elder ash-Shahal had helped
normalise Islamic reform in Tripoli and build the bridges that enabled his sons’ formative
education in the Najdi tradition. But Da‘T al-Islam ash-Shahal’s sermons and statements over
coming years would indicate a Salafi orientation with Najdi roots. And the new organisation
that he became associated with—Jam‘iyyat al-Hidaya wal-lhsan (JHI)—had direct ties to
Saudi and Gulf institutions that shared a Najdi outlook, like the Saudi al-Haramayn charity
and the Kuwaiti Society for the Revival of Islamic Heritage (RIHS). With that support, JHI had
grown independent and far-reaching in its religious and social work. It had overlapping
programs of proselytising, education, and social welfare outside establishment auspices in

Tripoli and elsewhere,®03

notwithstanding the fact that the HTI massacres of the eighties had
forced it to move its offices to Beirut and Sidon until the Civil War ended.®%* Tripoli’s Islamic
revivalist discourse had complex roots in Salim ash-Shahal and Rashid Rida’s Najdi-adjacent
ideas. By the eighties, though, a distinctly-Najdi brand of Salafism had become part of the
landscape and Da‘T al-Islam ash-Shahal was positioned to be one of its most prominent

voices.

Ash-Shahal’s prominence in society would not give him independence from the political class
that ruled it. There were signs that he still had to contend with the same demobilising forces
that had concerned Yakan in theory and wrecked HTI in practice. JHI was politically
disengaged, and not necessarily by choice. Lebanese Salafis’ had nominally rejected the
political process in the post-war order, contrasting them with Fathi Yakan and JI. For its part,

605> and Yakan would

JI remained politically active and participated openly in 1992’s elections,
continue to espouse the legitimacy of participation.®% That mirrored the organisations’
doctrinal differences and roots—JI was from a time when the Muslim Brotherhood’s activist

ideals had been central while JHI had come as Najdi thought entrenched itself in Tripoli. But
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it was difficult to ignore the influence of those actors’ different positions relative to key
centres of power. Yakan had planted himself in Lebanon’s pro-Syrian bloc and benefited
from a relationship to Damascus, insulating him from the influence of an establishment
controlled by Rafiq Hariri,%%” while Salafi actors like JHI that remained within the structures
of Sunni confessional power were subject to Hariri’s efforts to sideline them.?%® They were
both marginal and demobilised, but subordinate to different centres of power that had

different interests and boundaries of acceptable political conduct.

Ash-Shahal’s escalating legal troubles in the mid-nineties offered a demonstration of how
much his and other shaykhs’ place in the wider order of stuff would depend on Lebanon’s
insecure Sunni elites. Although the government had unambiguously ordered JHI’s closure in
1996, it was hard to say if the reason lay with foreign interests or those actors’ religious
views. One explanation was that JHI irritated the Sunni establishment’s foreign backers by
broadcasting sermons from activist Saudi clerics. While the situation was unclear, the
alignment of interests made it reasonable to argue that Riyadh had pressured the Lebanese
government and particularly Rafiq Hariri.®® And that was plausible—JHI’s activist character

caused RIHS to withdraw support in the nineties,®0

after a management change made the
Kuwaiti organisation less interested in politics.?!! But there was also the Lebanese state’s
rationale which overlapped with the Syrian government’s interests: JHI’s teaching materials
incited sectarian tensions,®!? framing the ‘Alawi minority as collaborators with the Syrian
regime and Damascus as a collaborator with the Israeli government.®3 That was equally

plausible, and ash-Shahal’s own reading of the issue which blamed the Syrian regime

807 NOW Media and Sofres Liban, Road to Ruin; Aoun’s Popularity: History or Myth (NOW Media, N.D.), 3.
http://www.10452lccc.com/aoun%20excerpts/aoun.scandles17.6.09.pdf.

608 o|-Husseini, "What a Garbage Crisis Tells us About Lebanese Politics."

809 Rougier, Sunni Tragedy in the Middle East, 62-64.

610 7oltan Pall, "Kuwaiti Salafism and Its Growing Influence in the Levant," Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace (07/05/2014 2014). https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/?fa=55514.

811 mad, as-Salafiyya was-Salafiyyin, al-Huwiyya wal-Mughdyara: Qird’a fi at-Tajriba al-Lubnaniyya, 179-80.
612 Council of Ministers, "‘Ard Wuzarat ad-Dakhiliyya wal-Baladiyat Mawda© Ibtal Qarar Maijlis al-Wuzara’ Ragm
2 Tarikh 1/1/1996 al-Qad1 bi Sahab al-‘lim wal-Khabr al-Mu‘ta bi Ta’sis al-Jam‘iyya al-Musamma “Jam‘iyyat al-
Hidaya wal-lhsan al-Islamiyya”," Lebanese University Center for Research and Studies in Legal Informatics
(20/02/2007 2007).
http://legallaw.ul.edu.lb/LawArticles.aspx?LawArticlelD=878163&LawID=216170&language=ar.

613 Gade, "Sunni Islamists in Tripoli and the Asad Regime, 1966-2014," 47.

120



alongside other actors like the Sufi al-Ahbash movement.®4 But JHI had also grown under
the Syrian government’s shadow as a counterbalance against the Hariris’ social clout, while
ash-Shahal’s claims to victimhood fostered his credibility in the Sunni community.5%> And in
the more serious circles of political power, then-interior minister Michel Murr had Syrian ties
while serving in a Saudi-backed Hariri cabinet.®'® The patterns of facilitation and repression
were familiar to theories of contentious politics and particularly the conceptual shorthand of

demobilisation, but in the nineties the motives behind them were hard to read.

And similarly, the shaykh’s eventual departure amidst the Dinniyeh incident showed that his
and other Salafis’ positions were not going to shift until Sunnr elites saw a reason to change
the political space in which they operated as marginal players. Late 1999 saw figures—
including ash-Shahal from the Salafi movement and Bilal Sha‘ban from a rehabilitated HTI—
position themselves as mediators in violence between the Lebanese Army and militants in
the Dinniyeh region near Tripoli. The problem was obvious: authorities believed the militants
were responsible for a series of attacks in October and November. But the shaykhs’
intervention was not going to be much of a solution, and late December saw further attacks
on the Lebanese Army which triggered a more substantial military intervention in the first
days of January 2000.%'” The clashes themselves ended with the arrest of many of the people
involved,®'8 and regardless of his view that he and his contemporaries had played a helpful

role,®1®

ash-Shahal also fled the country after his name appeared in the ensuing
indictments.®?° He would remain abroad until 2005, when Lebanese elites’ interests shifted

and the government issued a set of general amnesties for various figures including ash-
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Shahal.®?! But for the time being, he appeared to have reached an understandable
conclusion that Lebanon was not secure. Until he was confident of another shift in the
perceptions and interests of the elites that controlled Lebanon’s Sunni political order, he

could not reasonably assume that there was a safe space for him in it.

Conclusions & Questions

Ash-Shahal’s departure raised the same question that Saudi Arabia’s Sahwa movement did:
was the absence of any tenable role in politics a result of his religious roots and Najd1
Salafism’s rigid discourse, or a reflection of his national structural context and place in it?
That was a reasonable question, given the importance of local historical context and Najd1
intellectual roots to Tripoli’s Salafi movement. Reformers like Salim ash-Shahal had helped
normalise an Islamic revival in and after the forties, but had drawn on the post-Ottoman
revivalism of people like Rashid Rida. Part of why Najdi Salafism superseded that early
discourse in Tripoli was the stagnation of Salim’s early movement and the bridges he built to
Saudi Arabia—the kind that enabled his sons and others like ar-Rafi‘i to study in Madinah,
gaining Najdi roots and Saudi institutional connections. And before that generation started
assuming leadership in the eighties, other activist developments showed that actors’
interpretation and context mattered. Like elsewhere, Tripoli’s activist discourse absorbed
other conceptions of political identity and framing over time from its transnational and local

environments,%%?

and it was not just a cultural export from the Arabian Peninsula. But ash-
Shahal and ar-Rafi’s Najdi roots would still stick out, and they would represent a movement

that was at least comparable if not identical to those in Saudi Arabia.

Given the structural similarities to Saudi Arabia, ash-Shahal’s initial departure also invited a
similar hypothesis: his changing role reflected the structure of his national political context,
and more specifically his place relative to the prevailing centres of power in it. As Fathi

Yakan’s writings suggested, the shaykh had occupied a structurally comparable context and

sat at an intersection of wider society and political power. There were signs that he could
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make his own choices—the contrast between his departure after becoming involved in a
sensitive security matter and JI’s survival by working within the boundaries of political
acceptability reflected differing readings and choices about how to act. And as contributors
to a wider transnational discourse, Salafi movements and thinkers like him and ar-Rafi‘1
could articulate a broad range of ideas that answered various questions.®?® There were still
hints of agency but not impact and a need to navigate boundaries set from above, which
would remain difficult to explore until the Hariri government’s 2011 resignation and the
Migati government’s 2013 one. In isolation, the history of Tripoli’s Salafi and Islamic activist
movements showed that there was at least a comparable movement in Lebanon and a

comparable structural context in which it operated.

And thanks to the clearer processes by which Lebanon’s centres of Sunni national power
shaped Salafis’ place in that context, it would be easier to explain ash-Shahal and ar-Rafir’s
future role. The mix of resource mobilisation and contentious politics theories helped
simplify the history of Tripoli’s activist movements, particularly HTI. For one, it framed
Sha‘ban as someone whose authority made him a representative of HTI in the wider
structural environment, mobilising resources on the movement’s behalf. Conversely, it
framed Damascus as a centre of power in that context, which responded to unacceptable
behaviour by demobilising actors like Sha‘ban through a mix of repression and co-optation.
That was not a detailed explanation of the historical record, and other research captured the
traumas and dynamics of Damascus’ crackdown on Harakat at-Tawhid al-IslaGmi.5%* But it
captured the structural processes of Lebanese politics with a transparency that was
impossible in Saudi Arabia. And those could help build a simple explanation of the roles
played by marginal Lebanese figures like ash-Shahal after the Syrian government’s 2005

withdrawal from Lebanon.
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Chapter 4:
Salafis in Lebanon’s Domestic

Context After 2005
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Introduction

In the national context of Lebanon’s social movements, political parties, and state
institutions after the 2005 Syrian withdrawal,®?> ash-Shahal’s role generally shifted as his
relationship to Sunni leaders did. It was hard to ignore the shaykh’s transition from being a
deferential partner—albeit a duplicitous one—of the Hariri family’s Sunni establishment to a
populist representative of a vulnerable Sunni public, or the way that his circumstances
appeared to influence it. Even if it was difficult to capture the full details of ash-Shahal’s
personal situation, mindset, and religious roots in Najd1 Salafism, his role shifted as his place
in the wider context did. There were deeper questions about the underlying processes which
made that happen, and it would remain difficult to answer them until the Hariri
government’s 2011 resignation and the Migati government’s 2013 one. But even on its own,
the shaykh’s 2005-2010 trajectory raised a basic point: as a Salafi figure in national politics
his role reflected the structure of that shifting context and his place relative to its centres of

power.

Considered through a framework of resource mobilisation and contentious politics theories,
the alignment between that personal trajectory and ash-Shahal’s context was unsurprising.
After the Syrian withdrawal of 2005, he was mostly deferential to a Sunni establishment that
was consolidating its political power and keeping figures like him under tight control. That
would be an obstruction to any political ambitions that the shaykh had, and only partly
because his inability to mobilise Lebanon’s Salafi movement as a personal asset made him
dependent on resource opportunities. It was also because the Sunnrt establishment used its
place as the centre of national Sunni power to regulate those opportunities and his ability to
use them. And the establishment’s influence on the shaykh’s populist transformation after
2008'’s May Crisis would reinforce that. Amidst a national challenge from Hizbullah and the
need to manage Tripoli’s outbreak of violence, the Future Movement’s interests and
partnerships shifted, polarising it from the shaykh. The resulting distance freed him to speak
as a leader of Lebanon’s Salafis in limited contention with the establishment, and as a

national figure whose narratives of political identity framed the Sunni public as a vulnerable
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community in the wider region and the Sunni establishment as a negligent enabler of that

vulnerability.

Ash-Shahal & the Consolidation of Sunni Domestic Power

Ash-Shahal was publicly deferential to Sunni leaders after the Syrian occupation ended and
Lebanese national elites started renegotiating power amongst themselves. In the wake of
2005’s Cedar Revolution and the elections that followed it, that was not totally by choice.
The shaykh remained stuck in the narrow order of Sunni confessional politics where he was a
marginal actor, and he depended on incidental opportunities to access resources rather than
his own initiative. And that was only the start of his problems. Politically he still benefitted
from a family and history that positioned him as a prominent national figure, and he spoke in
grand terms for Lebanon’s Sunnis as a vulnerable community in a dangerous regional
context. But his actions would be local and limited. Even if opportunities appeared at home
and abroad, the Hariris’ Sunni establishment still constrained his ability to use them. And
even if his rhetoric’s political identity and framing had a transnational scope, demobilising
pressures in his domestic context would prevent his duplicitous relationship to the Sunni

establishment from escalating into a revolt against its interests.

The New Possibilities of 2005’s Cedar Revolution

Some kind of shock had seemed likely since the nineties and eventually came in the form of
Rafiq Hariri’s February 14" assassination—a truck bombing that upset the interests of
Lebanon’s centres of power without restructuring Lebanon’s national or confessional
politics.®?® Domestic and international observers cast early blame at the Syrian government

and its partners in Lebanon’s state,%?’

and their view was understandable. The killing had
come after Hariri’s resignation from office in October 2004, Bashar al-Assad’s 2000

inheritance of power and an aggressive turn in Syrian foreign policy, and resistance to Syrian
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intervention by Hariri for nearly fifteen years.®?® More importantly, it was as politically
destabilising as one might expect. Hariri’s initial successor, Omar Karami, would resign by
February 28%", while efforts by pro-Syrian elements in Lebanon’s political class to form a new
government were unsuccessful, and domestic protests against the killing and calls for Syrian
military withdrawal were transparent signals of Lebanese public anger.®?® Unlike Syrian
intervention generally or dramatic incidents like the crackdown on HTI, the assassination
was a shock to the Lebanese system, and it was going to weaken Syrian control. But given
the way that it mobilised not just the Lebanese confessional elites under the Syrian regime’s
auspices but also the Lebanese public itself, the emerging political pressures were complex

and so were the questions of how political power in Lebanon would shift.®30

One consequence was unmistakeable: between the assassination and the ensuing “Cedar
Revolution,” the overt Syrian intervention in Lebanon was over. Damascus faced overlapping
pressures beyond those from an outraged public. Internationally, the killing had intensified
longstanding pressure from global and regional powers for a Syrian withdrawal from

Lebanon,®3!

and domestically there was a significant if not universal response from the
Lebanese public and elites. A rally by pro-Syrian elements would be part of that response—

some domestic Lebanese actors worked to frame the issue as one of American intervention
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and mobilised protests on March 8 in support of an ongoing Syrian presence.®3? But that
message would be a tough sell and was matched by similar, larger demonstrations on March
14 for independence from Syrian authority.®*® And just as importantly, pro-independence
figures in Lebanon’s political class were capitalising on a chance to expel or at least weaken
Damascus’s partners in Lebanon’s parliamentary and executive government. All told,
Damascus had killed Hariri in an attempt to get rid of a toxic political asset but instead
created a new set of unmanageable political liabilities. While decades of control over
Lebanon’s state, politics, and society were a clear indication of how much it valued a de
facto occupation of the country, the cost of preserving the occupation were going to become

unmanageable for Damascus.%3*

That political change was not the same thing as political closure, and the Syrian withdrawal
was an inflection point rather than a full indication of what Hariri’s death meant for the
structures of Lebanese power. The departure of the last visible Syrian personnel in April
marked the end of its direct control over Lebanon,®3> but further aftershocks would come. A
chain of events had started that could have led Lebanon towards a “social revolution,”
beginning with Hariri’s assassination and followed by Damascus’s loss of support or at least
patience, a public backlash, and a loss of structural dominance in Lebanon’s national politics.
Theoretically, that suggested that things could develop further. There was a risk that
pressures on the political system would displace the Lebanese elites that enjoyed political

authority over their respective confessional communities in it, in a wider structural shift.63®
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A popular revolution did not appear to be on the way, though. The Cedar Revolution was still
symbolically significant, and life became easier for some marginal elements like the Salafi
movement. If nothing else, it would lend a sense of symbolic meaning to the public unrest
and political currents that had become obvious after the assassination, as Lebanon’s
principle political blocs took names from the protest movements under the pro-
independence “March 14” label and opposite “March 8” one.®®” And Damascus’s efforts to
thwart public participation had lessened. And the end of Syrian rule was also a relief to
Lebanon’s Islamic movements. Just as HTI’s experience in the eighties illustrated the risks
that Damascus posed while ash-Shahal later described Syrian rule as a repressive period,®3®
Salafis returned “in droves” to the northern reaches of Tripoli and Akkar as Damascus’s role

shrunk.63?

And the further implications of the Syrian departure were ambiguous, inviting a cynical view
that little would change when the ultimate outcome depended on the centres of power who
set Lebanon’s course from atop its political order. Things were promising for figures like ash-
Shahal. He was still out of the country following the 1999 clashes in Dinniyeh,%° remaining in
exile to Saudi Arabia.?*! But while the shaykh could reasonably hope that the power shifts
would see a rollback of marginalising restrictions or consequences for past behaviour,
Damascus’ withdrawal was not a structural shock to the Lebanese elite. Structurally
speaking, the Syrian regime had played a relatively small role. It had never formally
enmeshed itself in Lebanon’s political structure, and its weakened influence simply meant
that Lebanese confessional elites would not have to consult with it to the same extent when
otherwise operating as they had before.®*? That would not stop actors like ash-Shahal from

framing the Syrian government as the key driver behind Lebanese society’s circumstances.%*
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But it also had not left a vacuum in the actual structures of Lebanese power for popular or

elite influence to fill.

But there was not fundamental change in how the system worked, and 2005’s Cedar
Revolution instead entrenched the Lebanese system and its problems—including the risks to
Lebanon’s political class. It was unlikely to create opportunities for actors like ash-Shahal or
a civil state that protected him from the Sunni establishment, which would continue to exert
control over his constraints and opportunities within the structures of Sunni confessional
politics. That did not mean that there was nothing promising about the situation. To external
observers of Lebanon’s national politics like the United Nations, securing Lebanon against
further intervention in its politics and executive government was an established priority,54*
and there was a possibility of structural change that empowered the democratic process and
a constitutional state that preserved it. But that sort of hypothetic change would have
empowered the state and the public, while posing a problem for established elites. Any
members of the political class who were altruistic enough to cede power would quickly find

645> while actors

themselves vulnerable to their counterparts who were cynical enough not to,
like Hizbullah who valued the status quo could thwart or hijack any process of structural
change once it started.®*® And for the political class as a whole, empowering the public
required a carefully coordinated project of reform, to avoid changes based on simple factors
like confessional communities’ population which then destabilised a Lebanese system that

survived thanks to its imbalances.®4’

Without any realistic way of managing those risks, Lebanon’s elites would put their political
security ahead of any public interest in structural reform. Trusting the constitutional state to

guarantee peaceful political processes would prove unrealistic amidst a wave of post-
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independence assassinations of anti-Syrian figures. And there were wider domestic and
international concerns about the state’s ability to provide secure Lebanon from ongoing
foreign interference, particularly from Syria.®*® In those circumstances, it was safer for the
Lebanese elites to misuse state resources to secure their confessional power, and co-opt
whichever popular movements shared their concerns.®4° While Hariri’s death and the Cedar
Revolution raised the possibility of wider structural change that empowered actors like ash-

Shahal, Lebanon’s future had fallen into the hands of confessional elites that would limit it.

Political Games in a Rigged System

As the Lebanese political class secured its position in 2005, marginal Sunni actors like ash-
Shahal were stuck in a confessional order where their opportunities, constraints, and
subsequent behaviour were subject to a Sunni establishment that needed to consolidate its
power. May and June’s elections confirmed that Lebanon had constitutional mechanisms
and political incentives to change the ways in which elites and the public operated. And in
the international context, the polls and their purpose were assertions of growing Lebanese
independence from Damascus, which had used the country’s past elections to reward
loyalists and punish dissidents.®>° The timing reinforced the sense of a formal break from
Syrian authority and that of the Syrian government’s partners in Lebanon. Despite
attempted delays and legal changes by the pro-Syrian President Emile Lahoud, domestic

leaders were able to make them go ahead on schedule.®>!
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But the elections entrenched the confessional order which constrained interests like the
Salafi movement, sending a clear signal that power in Lebanon still sat in narrow centres.
The results were proof that the political class had integrated the new popular currents of
March 14 and March 8 into confessional elites’ own networks. In the Sunni landscape, the
Hariris’ Future Movement secured its role as the confessional establishment and headed off
competitors like the pro-Syrian Karami family, while asserting its dominance over the March
14 current generally.®>2 Conversely, a Hizbullah-Amal partnership triumphed in the Shi‘i
community and March 8 by capitalising on the symbolism of resistance to foreign pressure.
And while neither March 14 nor March 8 had a clear program beyond a pro-independence or
pro-resistance message, the lack of a clear political direction was far from abnormal. In the
Christian community, Michel Aoun could easily position himself as the defender of
Lebanon’s Maronites when one of the clearest distinctions between him and his key
Christian competitor, Samir Geagea, was that Aoun merely faced unsettled criminal charges
while Geagea had already been convicted and jailed over his.®>® And as Walid Jumblatt

654 it became clear that despite

remained the default leader of Lebanon’s Druze community,
the Syrian withdrawal, Lebanon’s political order was unchanged. Notwithstanding any early
promise of structural reform, Lebanon’s confessional elites had reinforced their control,>>
and would continue to exclude marginal actors like the Salafi movement from confessional

power.

The Salafis’ position had still slightly improved, even if the extent of the change was
uncertain. They enjoyed some independence as the new order formalised itself and the

Future Movement valued them. Seeking to entrench their Sunni legitimacy and avert
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challenges at the ballot box, the Hariris’ had needed partners and deputised the Salafis,5>° as
part of a wider strategy to secure all 28 of North Lebanon’s parliamentary seats.®*’
Considered in isolation, that hinted at the structures of Sunni confessional power and Salafis’

658 and used Salafi

place in it: the Sunni establishment had assumed political leadership,
movements to rally support in the elections. It would instrumentalise them as an accessory
to political power as the Al Sa‘Gd had instrumentalised the Najdi ‘ulama.®>° But it was not
initially clear that the relationship was best understood as an issue of structure and power
imbalances. It was still entirely plausible that the new partnership was based on shared
values. Najdi Salafism’s strict conceptions of political identity made it inherently hostile to
non-Sunni outsiders, while the Sunni establishment was relying on shared sectarian concerns
about a Syrian government dominated by the ‘Alawi minority and Hizbullah that was firmly
associated with Lebanon’s ShiT community.®¢° But that also was not an entirely compelling
argument, especially when the Najdi tradition’s formative history showed that there was

also more to the interests of Salafi actors and their partners than the fundamentals of

religious identity.

And extra-legal—or at least abnormal—efforts by Lebanon’s political elite to tie up loose
ends from the Syrian occupation were an indication that Sunni leaders were a fundamentally
different class of actor. With its overlapping roles as the Future Movement at the head of
the Sunni confessional order and the March 14 government at the head of the Lebanese
state, the Sunnt establishment could create constraints and opportunities for actors like ash-
Shahal, beginning with the general amnesty that allowed him to return to public life. The
amnesty was one of several illustrations of how the Hariris and other confessional elites
could work outside of normal conventions and the law—the national dialogue process, for

example, similarly brought Lebanon’s confessional elites together for discussions that
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excluded the public and operated outside the legal confines of the Lebanese state.®®! And
the controversy surrounding the release of Samir Geagea—a distinctly anti-Syrian figure—
said a lot about the rules by which they did so. Geagea had been involved in incidents like
wartime massacres and the 1987 assassination of Minister Rashid Karami, and between
Hizbullah lawmakers’ parliamentary walkouts and the violence following the respective
votes, his release clearly displeased some key actors in the Lebanese system.®®? But as part
of the same political class, the Hariris had a distinct interest in securing Geagea as a partner
in the national March 14 coalition, and could afford to ignore the political risks and legal
problems which would have made his release impossible for more marginal players in the

Lebanese system.

Rather than marking a new start, 2005’s elections and things like July’s general amnesty
were a final reminder that the structures of Lebanese power would survive the Cedar
Revolution, as would the top-down power dynamics that shaped ash-Shahal’s place in them.
While marginal actors’ role could shift, it would do so as the centres of power secured more
important interests in ways that preserved polite national fictions of legality and normality.
That was why Geagea’s pardon, for example, had fit into July’s general amnesty while also
benefitting seemingly-minor players: it maintained appearances of non-sectarianism by
pardoning other actors including some persons accused of involvement in the Dinniyyeh
clashes like ash-Shahal.®®3 For the shaykh, the deal was fortuitous and would allow him to
return to public life, but it was also an early warning of the Sunni establishment’s structural
role and its implications for actors like him. Notwithstanding any common interests, that
ability to create constraints and opportunities after the Cedar Revolution meant that for all
practical purposes, the structures and interests of political power would inevitably impose

themselves on the Salafis.®®* As had been the case for him in the nineties and for HTI during
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the eighties, the post-Syrian system was still dominated by a narrow class of elites that could

and would exercise a demobilising influence on figures like ash-Shahal.

A Big Religious Name, Small Political Potential

The Sunni establishment’s control was not necessarily ash-Shahal’s first problem. Even
without its intervention, he would struggle to mobilise Lebanon’s increasingly diverse Salafi
movements as a personal resource and depended on existing opportunities. His prominence
among Lebanon’s Salafis was not a valuable political currency in its own right when the
movement itself lacked political weight—in part due to his family’s past choices. The Shahals
had mustered tens of thousands of voters in elections during the nineties.®®® But their
political impact had been limited not just by that constituency’s relatively small size, but also
by the damage that some Shahals’ early withdrawals did to their candidacy and the
conflicting religious messaging which discouraged political participation.®®® That made it a
weak political foundation, and in theory the shaykh had three options by 2006. One was to
unite and coordinate Lebanon’s Salafis as a social movement under his leadership,®%’
expanding its religious or at least political reach to mobilise the manpower and resources of
a wider constituency.®®® A second was to use his religious stature to position himself as a

leader independent of any organisational structure,®®®

and leverage the charisma that came
from his networks and credentials to mobilise a new constituency around him. And in the
absence of those other opportunities, the shaykh faced the same third choice as many other
disenfranchised figures in public life: withdraw to spend more time with other pursuits, or

hope that whatever incidental roots he had were enough to secure a position of significance.

Historical circumstances ensured that the shaykh’s options were even more limited than

academic theory suggested. By 2005, it was unrealistic for him to treat Lebanon’s
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increasingly diverse Salafi movements as a basket of resources to be mobilised. Despite his
complaints that Damascus had suppressed Lebanon’s Salafis, the movement had thrived
during his leave of absence and expanded not just beyond Tripoli but beyond his networks
and views. With its resulting organisational and intellectual diversity, it was unlikely that the
shaykh would ever control and unify the movement.®’° Building a grassroots organisation
from scratch was similarly implausible when the growing membership’s motives and loyalty
had proven uncertain. Ash-Shahal’s brother Abu Bakr distinguished the Salafi circles within
that clearly embraced Salafism’s conceptions of ‘agida and manhaj from the wider circles

that included the lay public,®”*

and there were some figures whose unclear credentials and
authority raised questions about their commitment to the movement or its values.®’2 In
those circumstances, that made it hard to distinguish between the growing pool of members
that identified with it and its representatives instinctively because of their religious
commitment, and those with more complex motives who might “speak in the name of
Salafism...but they do not pray and they do not fast,” as some scholars complained.®’ And it

also meant that for shaykhs like ash-Shahal, the prospects of mobilising a grassroots Salafi

social movement as a personal political vehicle were limited at best.

The shaykh was not going to be able to independently position himself as an elite figure at
the head of a social movement, at least if Salim ar-Rafi‘r’'s comparable experience was
anything to go by. The similarities of the two shaykhs’ religious status and authority made ar-
Rafi‘v’s experience informative, but his limited profile after the Cedar Revolution suggested
that neither of those translated into political significance. At least on paper, his qualifications
were comparable or greater than ash-Shahal’s—as had come up before in discussions of

Najdi Salafism’s history and substance, he had secured further master’s and doctoral level
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qualifications after departing Lebanon amidst the 1985-1986 HTI crackdown.®’* And like ash-
Shahal, ar-Rafi‘t maintained significant connections in Saudi Arabia. Some of those were to
institutions like the one he represented when visiting Tripoli’s Jinan University—possibly the

King Faisal Foundation,®”®

whose newsletter mentioned an associate by the same name
performing similar duties in Europe.®’® And other connections were direct or at least
reputational, including to prominent Najdi ‘ulama figures like Salih al-Fawzan who wrote
complimentary forewords for his books.®’” He may have lacked religious prominence and
historical pedigree in Tripoli, but ar-Rafi‘T had still built credentials, connections, and

credibility as a scholar in the Najdi tradition that made him comparable to ash-Shahal.

If ar-RafiT was a good test case, then ash-Shahal’s religious stature did not matter as much
as his existing place and connections in the community. The basic problem was that scholarly
religious qualifications and connections only had as much importance as other people cared
to recognise, and outside of Lebanon’s Salafi circles their religious authority lacked
significant social or political value.®’® With strong religious credentials but limited local
foundations, ar-Rafi‘T’s own profile was low: he was Lebanese but his roots at home were
limited, having settled overseas in Germany where he worked as an Imam in Berlin,®’° and
eventually sought naturalisation and settlement.®®® When he did return to Lebanon it was
accidental: he started to visit Tripoli again in 2000 but permanently resettled in 2005 after
the German government denied his re-entry to Europe,®®! due at least partly to sermons in
Berlin that addressed social and political issues in ways that German authorities found
incendiary.®®? And that low local profile would correspond to a low political or religious one.

With the right credentials, transnational connections, and experience as a religious figure,
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but not the kind of domestic roots that made ash-Shahal stick out, his role would be modest.
Rather than stepping onto the national stage he would step into the pulpit of Tripoli’s at-
Tagwa Mosque, where his core focus was preaching and teaching.®® Ultimately, his story
was different to ash-Shahal’s, but the similarities offered a simple lesson: religious authority

was not going to propel either man to political prominence.

The Accidental Shaykh

The impediments to resource mobilisation would not consign ash-Shahal to irrelevance, and
by 2006 his unusual roots and resources in Lebanon made him an incidental national
representative of the Salafi movement who spoke for the wider Sunni community. His
family’s history and institutions were indispensable, positioning him as a figure of influence
by default. He would not have to mobilise them or their resources himself—they had grown
with help from foreign institutions like the Saudi al-Haramayn charity and survived his
difficulties in the nineties and the Syrian withdrawal in 2005,%%4 aided partly by relatives’ role
in them and their division amongst the family. That family’s name carried its own weight,
too, as the Shahals’ reputation as religious authorities survived alongside their networks into
the twenty-first century.®®> And within the family, the shaykh’s personal reputation had its
own value. It was not just an issue of religious credentials—his brother Abu Bakr was more
inclined towards formal scholarship and secured his PhD by 2012,%%° but ar-Rafi‘’’s
experience showed that their political value was limited. Whether because of other ijazat—
credentials certifying his learning—from outside the university system that certified his
Islamic scholarly competencies or simply inherited credibility, the shaykh had a personal
stature as a pivotal figure in the Lebanese Salafi movement and was willing to assert it.%%’
Like Muhammad bin ‘Abd al-Wahhab and the Najdi establishment, ash-Shahal’s birth into a
prominent religious family and institutions could help him assert social and religious

authority in ways that others could not. And like some figures in Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s family
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such as Muhammad bin Ibrahim, ash-Shahal was a product of those circumstances and the

charisma, history, and institutional roots that they let him borrow.

And even if the shaykh did not always exaggerate his position, he would not necessarily
downplay his authority or influence when speaking publicly on issues like Hizbullah and the
Israeli Government’s War in July and August of 2006. As a serious political problem that
threatened Lebanon’s Sunni community and the balance of Lebanese confessional power
more generally, the War was a test of ash-Shahal’s role. For a community’s political leaders,
it was the kind of thing that required them to frame and advocate a meaningful response.®8
For more marginal figures, on the other hand, it was just another chance to offer a narrative
of political identity that reflected the circumstances.®®® But as the conflict stressed Lebanon’s
Sunni community and tensions worsened around Hizbullah’s armed status,®° the media’s
interest in ash-Shahal suggested that he was the latter. Al-Jazeera’s anchors were willing to
acknowledge the shaykh’s personal standing by welcoming him as the founder of Lebanon’s
Salafi movement and the head of the reopened JHI, without any probing questions about his
father’s work or the extent to which the shaykh owed his role to family or overseas
connections. And ash-Shahal acted on the opportunity to assert himself as an independent

Lebanese Sunni figure, identifying his movement as a local domestic that was free from

foreign influence. %! He was not going to accept political irrelevance.

But ash-Shahal’s cautious response to the 2006 War indicated a discursive role as a marginal
player, who presumed to speak for the Sunni public without necessarily leading it.
Notwithstanding any freedom of action that he had, the shaykh’s message was limited in

scope and mostly hinted at Lebanese Sunnis vulnerability to strife, thanks to the national
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imbalance of confessional power and particularly Hizbullah’s armed status after the War.5%2
Viewed critically, the shaykh was speaking as a representative of the community who
acknowledged the threat to the Sunni public and the confessional balance in which it
existed.®93 But the identification of that perceived threat was not accompanied by a clear call
for action against it—the kind of thing that would mark him as an actual or at least aspiring
leader.®®* Rather than positioning himself as an independent figure who could affect political
change, ash-Shahal had returned to Lebanese public life on the back of an inherited position,

and his limited contribution reflected it.

That discursive contribution also raised its own questions of whether the shaykh—marginal
or not—was really a national or transnational figure. Taken in isolation, it said little about
whether he was emerging as a domestic figure who represented Lebanon’s Sunni
community or a transnational representative of Sunnis in the wider region. Despite any
assertions of the movement’s domestic character, he and his rhetoric had a broader regional
context. Neither he nor his religious foundations were confined to Lebanon—something
evident in the foreign support that he downplayed, and in his appearances on Saudi
television that indicated a presence in transnational circuits where Salafi thought
circulated.® The 2006 Hizbullah-Israeli War that spurred his comments about Sunnt
vulnerability was also a similarly transnational issue that attracted religious denunciations
and legal rulings from further afield in Saudi Arabia’s Najdi establishment and the Kingdom’s

696

Islamic activist circles alike,*”® which attracted their own international media attention in

turn.%9’ Ash-Shahal’s re-emergence as a marginal national figure in 2006 had ultimately
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depended on the opportunities and constraints of the Lebanese national context and his
place in it, particularly relative to the Hariris’ central power. But even as a marginal figure,
there was an open question of whether his real operating context was a wider transnational

environment where the centres of Sunni power had far less control.

Transnational Interests, National Influences

Despite any apparent signs of a transnational role, the shaykh’s politics after the Syrian
withdrawal were still a domestic phenomenon and his role reflected the Lebanese national
context. Transnational centres of power beyond Lebanon were still relevant and could
create resource opportunities that facilitated actors like him. Saudi and Emirati institutions
had historically supported the Shahals and their networks,®®® Kuwait’s RIHS backed less
politically-active scholars like Sufwan az-Za‘abi,®®® Qatar’s Shaykh ‘Aid Charity Foundation

later aided politically vocal Lebanese Salafis including the Shahals,”®

and Syria’s government
had supported extremist fighters’ travel to fight in Iraq.”?! Similarly, Syrian and Iranian
interference favoured the Hizbullah-dominated March 8 bloc,”?? and the March 14 coalition

and Hariri family received Saudi support.’®3

Those patterns of transnational intervention were of the sort that could affect the political
role and outlook of figures like ash-Shahal, but it was not clear that they really would.

Resource-rich partners in an unequal relationship were well placed to influence the shaykh.
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And foreign support to actors like Hizbullah invited rhetoric from him that attributed threats
against an isolated Lebanese Sunni community to the Iranian and Syrian governments via
their Lebanese partners. But without proving that the shaykh depended on those
transnational networks, it was hard to argue that they irresistibly influenced him.”* And the
influence of transnational actors on his rhetoric would depend heavily on whether he

personally chose to prioritise domestic or transnational threats.”®>

The transnational elements of ash-Shahal’s rhetoric did stand out, especially compared to
the messaging of Sunni elites that centred mostly on Lebanon. His framing of Lebanon’s
problems was distinct from the Future Movement’s Saad Hariri, who raised the issue of
Hizbullah and its weapons as a symptom of imbalanced confessional power at home,”®® and
from March 14’s Prime Minister Fouad Siniora, who cared more about Hizbullah’s potential
role in Lebanon’s national defence.”®” And while the Sunni establishment’s focus was on a
Sunni community in the shadow of Lebanon’s confessional system and civil state, the
shaykh’s remarks played on a wider sense of political identity that mirrored Najdi Salafism’s
contrast between believing Sunnis and disbelieving outsiders. There were hints that he saw
the fundamental problem in sectarian terms as a threat from Lebanese Shi‘a and Shiism
generally, and he drew broader transnational links to religious outsiders beyond Lebanon,
warning of an Iranian-Syrian effort to suppress Sunni power in the Middle East which was
only magnified by the absence of Western protection that Lebanon’s Maronites enjoyed.”%®
The distinctions pointed to a general issue: the shaykh’s sense of political identity fit into
that borderless context where Salafi discourse circulated, enabling a “global framing” that
attributed Sunnis’ local circumstances to non-Sunni actors and forces beyond Lebanon. But
that did not make his meaningful role in Lebanon’s national politics into a transnational

phenomenon. Even if his sense of framing and identity was far reaching, it was also separate
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from his political behaviour and the extent to which the transnational context shaped his

national role within Lebanon was unclear.”%®

Looking at shaykhs like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘i in isolation would say little about the extent
or influence of any transnational partners. As el-Mawla notes, some Lebanese Salafis had
their own convictions about political activism or apolitical quietism.”1® And while other Salafi
scholars like Sufwan az-Za‘abi presented themselves as apolitical, it was unclear whether
that sort of position reflected personal principles, foreign backers’ preferences, or the
pragmatic interest that the shaykh expressed in avoiding co-optation by Lebanon’s own
confessional elites.”*! Moreover, ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T’s experience suggested that losing
foreign support by having the wrong views would not necessarily be a problem. Both men
had benefited from relationships with the Saudi al-Haramayn foundation in the 1990s, for

example,’!?

yet even after its 2004 closure and restructuring were still able to re-establish
themselves in Lebanon after 2005.723 It was plausible that new or covert ties could see a
transnational actor assert its authority over them and other Lebanese shaykhs. But the
unresolvable questions about personal motivations, connections, and dependencies meant

that any picture of the issue that concentrated on them alone would be ambiguous at most.

When viewed in structural terms, the transnational influences on the shaykhs’ national role
began to look even weaker. There was a simple difference between the centres of domestic
Lebanese power that had a way of imposing themselves on marginal national actors, and
transnational partners for which the shaykhs could “shop around” for a partner that they
liked, to some extent. Preferences for apolitical quietism and political activism could, of

course, make foreign patrons selective about who they backed. In the 1990s, RIHS's
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relationship with ash-Shahal broke down after internal disputes made it disinterested in

activist partners,’!4

preferring scholars like az-Za‘abi who prioritised social issues over
politics.”*> Conversely, after 2005 the Qatari Shaykh ‘Aid foundation was happier to work
with shaykhs whose activist political and religious views mirrored ash-Shahal’s, like Khalid
Za‘arir.”*®* Among those foreign benefactors, that diversity of views made it difficult for any
one of them to build a relationship of dependency which made local partners easy to
control. The transnational actors could still apply limited pressure to the shaykhs and their
networks, and their Lebanese partners could compete for foreign support.’!’ But that
pressure would not shape or constrain the shaykhs with the same forcefulness that
facilitation or repression by the local centres of power did—there was a common-sense

distinction, for example, between a Gulf donor deciding not to send money and the Syrian

government’s crackdown on HTl in the eighties.

The lack of clear transnational relationships did not mean that ash-Shahal had avoided
becoming enmeshed in any wider networks where he was a junior partner, but where he did
it would be in local arrangements like al-Liqa al-Mustagqil al-Islami (LMI), where he found
partners with shared local political anxieties and resources. LMI responded to the same
foundational concerns about Hizbullah and regional threats that ash-Shahal and other Sunni
Islamic actors had harboured since Rafiq Hariri’s 2005 assassination,’!® and had emerged
after the 2006 Hizbullah-Israeli war. There were signs that its activities were more tangible
than ash-Shahal’s largely discursive political contributions, too, like security forces’ arrests of

LMI members for involvement with militant organisations like Fatah al-Islam—discussed
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later.”*9 But as in the national context, ash-Shahal and other Salafis like Zakariya al-Masri
appeared to have opportunistic rather than central roles in LMI, which had emerged thanks
to mobilisation by other political interests that included former HTI militants and Sunni
politicians.”?® Ash-Shahal was not working to change that perception—he stated that he was
invited to LMI rather than forming it, and deferred to the publicly-acknowledged leader,
former Sunni parliamentarian Khaled Daher.”?! And that concession hinted at two issues.
One was that in Lebanon’s authoritarian Sunni order he only had so much power and space
outside the Future Movement’s demobilising auspices—another issue that would become
abundantly clear in 2007. But that and his weak membership also spoke to the nature of his
domestic operating context: a setting that offered opportunities and constraints which the

shaykhs’ partners abroad did not.

The Sunni Establishment Asserts Itself

The Sunni establishment had taken steps to reinforce its confessional power by 2007,
demonstrating that it was better-placed to demobilise and shape ash-Shahal’s national role
with a calculated mix of repression and facilitation. It was nothing personal—the Future
Movement was looking to manage its evolving needs and challenges by consolidating power,
not settle any issue with the shaykh. He could not cause problems for Saad Hariri and the
Future Movement, who benefitted from a name and resources, charisma, international ties,
and domestic networks. From its position, the establishment had leverage,’?? legitimacy,’?3

and an ability to impose their interests over Lebanon’s Sunnt community that left the shaykh

unable to realistically challenge it.”?
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The establishment’s power relative to the shaykh meant that it would shape its relationship
with him by asking what problems he might help solve or create. It was a situation that
certainly made him a potential partner. The March 14 government faced threats to its
national credibility from the March 8 opposition, and that would make the shaykh an asset if
not a necessity.”?> Some threats were direct, like boycotts of the government and demands
for a veto over its decisions.”?® Others were indirect—clashes between March 14 and March
8 supporters in Beirut,”?’ Hizbullah supporters’ general strikes and accompanying violence
across Lebanon,’?8 and further assassinations of March 14 figures.”?® But they would all
magnify the challenges to the establishment in the narrower context of Sunni politics where
it needed the community’s support or at least compliance.”® And that made marginal actors
into partners or problems. The alignment of some figures like Fathi Yakan with Hizbullah
showed that loyalty was not guaranteed,”3! and ash-Shahal’s concerns about security were a
tacit warning that support from below was conditional.”®? In those circumstances, the

religious authority of someone like the shaykh was potentially a legitimising force for the
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Hariri-dominated system,’3® and a backstop against its disintegration.”* But that also raised

its own questions of how the Hariris would secure it.

As part of the Lebanese political class rather than a marginal domestic player or foreign
outsider, the Sunni establishment’s extra-legal manoeuvrings showed that it was well-placed
to manage those threats. At least in Lebanon itself, it enjoyed power and impunity that
transnational and marginal players lacked. While those transnational forces could influence
actors like the Salafi movement from afar, the resulting behaviour was subject to the
approval of the elites that dominated the local setting—one of which was the Future
Movement itself.”>> With access to power and influence over how it could be acceptably
used, the Hariris’ could be legally flexible. And they used every inch of that flexibility,
mobilising paramilitary networks via private security companies and militias that balanced a
visible presence—especially in Tripoli—against the need for plausible deniability.”*® Whether
the resulting regiments, or afwaj, were really a solution would be a separate question. The
inability to work effectively and safely limited their usefulness for things besides minor
activities like supporting sit-ins,”3” and they were not entirely fooling March 8 actors like
Hizbullah and Fathi Yakan who condemned them as a destabilising force.”3® But they
signalled an intent and at least some ability to confront threats from national competitors,
and their plausible deniability meant that even if they worsened tensions they would not

give those competitors a valid pretext for open conflict.”3°
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For the more marginal parts of Lebanon’s Sunni political landscape, those extra-legal
measures signalled that power flowed from the top. While the afwaj appeared to address
the potential grievance that the Future Movement could or would not protect the Sunnt
community, they also signalled that the establishment could repress any contentious
mobilisation against its authority by marginal actors like Salafis.”*° That did not make it
something besides what a more candid Future Movement would have claimed that it was:
an armed capability ostensibly in service of Sunnis’ national interests, which tacitly asserted
the political legitimacy of its power at the expense of weaker competitors like ash-Shahal.”#
But there was nevertheless a tacit warning that the Future Movement indirectly constrain
any revolt against the hierarchical Sunni order that it controlled. Even if actors like ash-
Shahal did not face an imminent threat of intervention from above, they faced a clear choice
between working within the boundaries of political acceptability that the Hariris set or being

repressed as an example to others.”42

There was more to the situation than threats—besides the possibility of extra-legal
repression, the Sunnt establishment could work through the law to create constraints and
opportunities for marginal actors. That was partly a reflection of Lebanon’s weak state,
which had limited influence on elites and in which formal processes like elections served
ulterior purposes. More specifically, though, it spoke to the establishment’s place as one of
the centres of national power that constrained each other through a mixture of convention
and power politics more than the law did. So long as the Future Movement and the March
14 coalition held government, that meant that the limits on how it used the state for
partisan ends were more political than legal.”®® And that allowed March 14 officials like the
Minister of Interior and Municipalities Ahmad Fatfat, for example, to use the powers of state
office to address Hizbullah’s growing social prominence. He could not proscribe the Party
and anything else associated with March 8 as an organisation without triggering a political

backlash, but he could still direct his ministry to monitor and enable Islamic movements in
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Sunni society. And the resulting strategy of social balancing would be opportune for marginal
Sunnt actors like Hizb ut-Tahrir and ash-Shahal’s own JHI, which had previously been
proscribed for their radical views, and received legal standing to operate freely and openly

once again.”

But that facilitation was not a gift and the Future Movement’s efforts fit into a broader
pattern of demobilisation from above. As with the afwaj, the largesse conveyed a tacit
repressive threat: if the benefactors believed that the beneficiaries had done something
stupid then the support would disappear.’* In its national capacity as the March 14
government and its confessional one as the Future Movement, the Sunni establishment had
seemingly eased the circumstances of ash-Shahal and other marginal actors by providing
legal standing and largesse. But when dealing with Salafi movements like ash-Shahal’s that it
had viewed in uncertain terms as potential political partners or competitors since 2005,74¢
the Future Movement would be better served by offering ease that came with the implicit
threat of hardship. And support from transnational actors like the Saudi government might
seemingly have solved that problem for Sunni networks like ash-Shahal’s, the Future
Movement’s position in Lebanon’s domestic political structures positioned it as an
intermediary that could control the flow of Saudi resources and incentivise politically-
convenient rhetoric and teachings.”*” While the shaykh would still benefit from those
arrangements, that depended on his subordination to the Sunni establishment as a religious

actor that supported its political authority, rather than an activist who challenged it.”48

Fatah al-Islam & the Implications of ash-Shahal’s Marginal Status
The Sunni establishment’s demobilising influence meant that even if opportunities emerged

for ash-Shahal to mobilise resources under his authority, it could still restrict his use of
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them—something that became abundantly clear during 2007’s crackdown on a militant
group, Fatah al-Islam. The group’s origins highlighted the unclear distinctions between ash-
Shahal’s transnational and domestic context. It had appeared by October 2006 under the
leadership of a militant figure, Shakir al-‘Absi, and with origins in the Bedawi and later the
Naher al-Barid Palestinian refugee camps it was possible to frame the movement’s
motivations in the context of Palestinians’ relative deprivation in Lebanon. But given its
origins as an offshoot of the Damascus-based Fatah al-Intifdada,”® the Lebanese Palestinian
communities’ views of many members as “strangers,” and the inability of al-‘Abst’s
contemporaries to explain his actions amidst his group’s attacks on the Lebanese security
forces, there was an open question of what other pressures were involved.” Al-‘Absi
himself did not offer much clarity—with vague and unreliable assertions about a relationship
with the transnational al-Qa‘ida movement,’>! it was difficult to characterise Fatah al-Islam
as a product of the transnational extremist wave that had gained some Lebanese presence
amidst regional tensions like the Iraq war.”>? The most to be said was that his movement had
some domestic Lebanese roots, and sources including Syrian state television rightly noted his
links to Salafi movements and particularly ash-Shahal,”>® but it benefited from transnational
enabling and support.”* Like the Lebanese context generally, it was not immediately clear

where foreign and domestic influences began or ended.
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Fatah al-Islam’s religious and political character made it a source of potential resources for
an actor like ash-Shahal to mobilise, and a test of his role in politics. It was not the shaykh’s
movement and its membership would not necessarily share all his views. But parts of Fatah
al-Islam had roots in the same Salafi and Sunni activist landscape, and had been involved in
the Dinniyyeh clashes that saw the shaykh exiled in 1999 and HTI before then.”>> And those
common roots made a relationship to the movement possible. From a position in Sunni
society, ash-Shahal could coordinate between it and groups united by Sunnr identity or
provide brokerage that resolved its differences with other marginal actors. But that posed its
own question of whether he would serve the interests of a resulting movement in Sunni
society or those of the Sunni establishment,”® or potentially even mobilise the former as a
challenge to the authority of the latter.”>” Ash-Shahal was not responsible for Fatah al-
Islam’s emergence and the movement answered to al-‘Absi, but it was an opportunity for
him to become politically engaged outside of the Future Movement’s confessional auspices.
That would make it the first real test after 2005 of his political role, and particularly the
extent to which it reflected the structures that defined his political context and the place

that he had within them.

Ash-Shahal recognised Fatah al-Islam as a potential resource to be mobilised and the room
for him to do it. He owed that space to a Sunni establishment that had decided to wait and
see if events served its interests. Rather than proactively confronting al-‘Absi’s movement,
the establishment’s March 14 government had restrained the parts of the Lebanese security
apparatus that were closely aligned with Saad Hariri like Lebanon’s Internal Security Forces
(ISF),”>® giving ash-Shahal space and time to work as a mediator. But although the shaykh
presented himself as a representative of the Sunni community’s interests who could
moderate its behaviour, his public comments suggested that he was looking to cooperate

with it for his own reasons. Framing the issue in the context of a historically disempowered
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Sunni community that needed to confront sectarian threats like Hizbullah, he implied that
Fatah al-Islam was a potential opportunity for the Sunni community to assert itself.”>®
Rather than presenting himself as a destabilising problem, the shaykh appeared to be

suggesting that he had found a chance to bring balance to Lebanon’s national order.

But the Sunnt establishment understood that Fatah al-Islam was becoming a resource for
ash-Shahal and his contemporaries, and the ensuing crackdown would secure its overlapping
interests in national stability and confessional dominance. The shaykh’s activities had
presented the Future Movement with the prospect of a supposed subordinate that operated
outside of its authoritarian control. Left unchecked, there was a real possibility that he
would create an armed force beyond the Hariris” auspices, balancing the establishment’s
coercive power and allowing the Salafis to position themselves as serious rivals.”®° As
violence from the movement escalated, there were few reasons left for the establishment to
let the issue sit. By May 2007 Fatah al-Islam had provoked a security response and a

resulting battle in the Naher al-Barid camp that lasted into September.”6?

The crackdown looked like a security measure because it fundamentally was one. By
allowing security operations to go ahead, the March 14 government dispersed most of the
movement, and many militants were rounded up and charged in following years.”®? But for
the Sunni establishment it served another overlapping priority: reinforcing an authoritarian
Future Movement’s confessional power in the face of threats from below. The establishment
had room to say that it had defended the Sunni community from extremists and Lebanon’s

independence against Syrian interference,’®® but there was also room to argue that it had
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defended its own position against enterprising figures like ash-Shahal who might seek to

exploit opportunities which placed them outside the control of more powerful interests.

The Sunni establishment’s crackdown illustrated its demobilising influence on the shaykh
and his role in Lebanon’s Sunni politics. That did not mean that his political engagement was
purely domestic, or that he had to consult with the Future Movement on everything. He
could still frame things in almost any terms that he liked, and while the establishment
described it as an issue of Lebanon’s security and independence, he described Fatah al-Islam
as an issue with origins in the transnational context—a wider regional conspiracy against
Lebanon’s Sunni community with links to Hizbullah.”®* But with no way to mobilise outside
the demobilising auspices of Sunni confessional power, he could not realistically mark
himself as anything besides a deferential partner to the ruling elite. The shaykh’s public
signals of his political identity would still signal his solidarity with the Future Movement, and
in 2008, for example, ash-Shahal reached out to ISF chief Ashraf Rifi after the assassination
of an ISF official involved in the investigation of Hariri’s death, Wisam Eid.”®> While he was
not entirely at peace with the Sunni confessional order and there were worsening threats
that might have demanded action, Fatah al-Islam’s experience showed that he was notin a

position to challenge the system.

Considered more broadly, the crackdown on Fatah al-Islam also painted a larger picture with
several connected parts: ash-Shahal’s domestic structural context, the centres of power that
shaped it, and his resulting place and role in it after 2005. Notwithstanding the interests of
Sunni elites, the shaykh’s limited ability to mobilise a movement put him in a weak position,
and he owed his social stature to his existing opportunities. But his ability to use those
opportunities ultimately depended on constraints from above. And at a time when
something like Fatah al-Islam was a national political liability for Sunni leaders that were
trying to consolidate their confessional power after the Syrian withdrawal, those constraints
on actors like him and their opportunities were tight. That left him space to serve as a

religious figure who validated the Sunni establishment’s political authority, in a social order
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that placed him between the centres of power and the public.”®® Given his ambitious
attempts to court al-‘Absi’s organisation and the crackdown that followed, there was no
reason to think that ash-Shahal was satisfied with the outcome, or that there was more that
could be done to advance the interests of the community. But in a structural context where
the centres of Sunni power expected him to stay close to their authority he had little choice.
If he wanted to survive the entrenchment of the Hariris’ power, then he would have to limit

his ambitions and choose his words carefully within the space that he had.

Ash-Shahal & Shifting Elite Interests

The shaykh’s national role would shift in the aftermath of Lebanon’s May 2008 Crisis, which
forced the establishment to reconsider its relationship to marginal actors like the shaykh.
Like 2005’s Syrian withdrawal, the Crisis and Tripoli’s ensuing violence were a structural
shock. But the shaykh’s weak agency mattered less than the contentious political dynamic
between him and the Future Movement. The fundamental problem was simple: as the
establishment’s interests and attention shifted, it became polarised from ash-Shahal whose
concerns remained largely the same. And as it managed the violence without ash-Shahal’s
support or engagement, it left the shaykh at a distance from Sunni power. But he was not
going to withdraw from Lebanon’s national politics. As a leading Salafi figure he would be in
cautious but noticeable contention with the Hariris’ interests, and between that distance
from their power and the opportunities that Tripoli’s surge of public mobilisation offered, he
could position himself as a populist representative of an increasingly isolated Sunni public.
Even if the overall structure of his context was unchanged, his place relative to its centres of

power had shifted and his national role would shift as well.

The 2008 Crisis & Its Consequences

May 2008’s Crisis was generally serious, but posed specific questions for the Sunni
establishment: how would it manage its national political interests, and how did it need to
adjust its relationships with marginal partners in the Sunni confessional order that it
controlled? Those questions mirrored the Crisis itself—something which had seemingly

started from minor roots but quickly grown into a problem. In hindsight, its momentum had
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come from the March 14 government’s decision to outlaw Hizbullah’s secure
communications networks and from the judiciary’s allegations that the Party and its partners
had installed cameras at Beirut’s airport.”®” While Hizbullah had demanded more influence
in parliament for nearly two years, in interpreted those actions as attempts to curtail its
stated mission of “resistance,”’®® and on May eighth its Secretary-General Hasan Nasrallah
condemned them as an attack on his Party.”®® After a series of initial demonstrations and
confrontations between March 14 and March 8 supporters before Nasrallah’s
announcement, the issue evolved into a violent confrontation between Lebanon’s
confessional elite as Hizbullah fighters seized control of significant parts of Beirut—including
buildings belonging to the Future Movement—and March 14 leaders condemned its “armed
coup.””’% And by May twelfth it had become a crisis for Lebanese society. Violence had
spread beyond Beirut and clashes occurred from Tripoli to the Druze communities of the
Chouf mountains. From Tripoli, Ash-Shahal condemned a “deep injury” to the safety and
honour of Sunnis whom he called to mobilise.””* And by the time regional actors like the

Saudi government started voicing concerns about the violence and called for international
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meetings to stop it,”’2 May 2008 Crisis’s was a political shock to every interest in or

intersecting with Lebanon.

For the Sunnt establishment May 2008 was a disaster. While Rafig Hariri’s 2005 assassination
was a shock to the whole country, the May Crisis would be an unwelcome reminder that
despite their extensive influence, even Lebanon’s political class were subject to certain
limits. Hizbullah had paralysed the Lebanese system instead of overthrowing it, in an
attempt to force Christian, Druze, and Sunni confessional competitors to compromise or
capitulate.”’? And notwithstanding any superficial impression that they outnumbered
Hizbullah, those competitors were about to have a bad time. They would not find shelter in
the Lebanese legal system or state, and despite calls from March 14’s parliamentary allies
and marginal figures like ash-Shahal for it to intervene,”’ the Lebanese Army lacked the
capacity necessary to end the violence between confessional leaders’ supporters and private
militias.”’> The situation was not a failure of the system—if anything, it was a cautionary
reminder that a weak state which made it easy for one major party to flout the law was a
weak state that allowed every major party to flout the law. And while the Hariris’ March 14
government and Future Movement had benefitted from impunity that allowed them to
circumvent and misuse Lebanon’s institutions to manage marginal partners while balancing
national competitors, Hizbullah was from the same class of actors and could use its position

to impose on checks on perceived misuses of power. But as Hizbullah lost its momentum and
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its takeover stalled and came to a halt, a stalemate would settle in and May 2008’s Crisis

would go unsolved until a third party sided with one of Lebanon’s two national blocs.””®

Foreign pressure would help prevent nightmare scenarios like a total collapse or a Hizbullah
takeover, but it could not help March 14 maintain its national position. Regional
governments of the Arab League convened emergency meetings and signalled their
investment in Lebanon’s confessional leaders. The Syrian regime put its weight behind
Hizbullah as part of its own competition with Israel, while Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and
most Gulf countries backed the March 14 government. And Lebanon’s wider national
political order would survive, too. Regional foreign ministers warned against further
escalation by Hizbullah while—at least in hindsight—2009’s Saudi-Syrian rapprochement
showed that the Party’s foreign support was limited and its foreign partners had their own
interests in preserving the Lebanese system.””” But things still had to move in one direction
or another and Nasrallah would not abandon the progress that he had made. Although his
confessional rivals were unlikely to thank him for keeping their lives interesting, they still had
to choose between compromising with Hizbullah or accepting a national gridlock. The
negotiations in Doha that finally resolved the crisis would reflect that, forcing the Sunni
establishment to reckon with its relative weakness and vulnerability to Hizbullah,””® and

reconsider its priorities in the Lebanese national context.

By the time the actual Doha Agreement came around and officially resolved the Crisis later
in May, the Sunni establishment was vocally optimistic but the damage to its national
position was hard to miss. International support helped preserve the structure of Lebanese

politics with a deal that Saad Hariri hailed as “a new page...in Lebanon’s history.” But
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pressure from Hizbullah had forced the Sunnt establishment to a compromise, weakening its
national power as Lebanon’s March 14 government and its confessional power as the Sunni
community’s Future Movement.””® Besides appointing the independent Michel Suleiman as
President and calling for dialogue,’®® the Agreement conceded to Hizbullah’s longstanding
demand for a veto right over the decisions of the Lebanese cabinet,’®! while halting
discussions about its armed status and calling for normalisation in Syria-Lebanon relations.”8?
In the national context, those concessions meant that even if the March 14 government
gained a popular mandate to regulate Hizbullah’s power,’® Hizbullah would insist that its
independence protected Lebanon from reprisals and use its veto.”®* And in the confessional
context it weakened the Sunni establishment’s ability to facilitate and constrain marginal
actors like ash-Shahal, by decentralising control in Lebanon’s executive government and

ending its ability to unreservedly use that power of the state for instrumental reasons.”®>

None of that was just a big-picture problem for Lebanon’s elites—the consequences would
make their way down to actors like ash-Shahal, albeit indirectly. Even if it had not created
new centres of power or opened the Sunni political order up to marginal actors, the May
2008 Crisis would force members of the political class like the Hariris to reconsider their

position and interests. Pressure from Hizbullah had forced the establishment to compromise
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in ways that destabilised the political arrangements which informed its relationship with
actors like ash-Shahal since 2005, worsened the national threat from Hizbullah, and
damaged the establishment’s credibility as the defender of Lebanon’s Sunnis. The
Agreement had also weakened the establishment’s capacity to confront that national threat,
by limiting its access to state power as a tool by which to repress or facilitate challengers in
Sunni politics. And for marginal actors like ash-Shahal whose role in Lebanon reflected
demobilising influence from above, those sorts of changes would be serious. Even if the May
2008 Crisis was not directly his problem, the Sunni establishment would change the ways in
which it shaped his opportunities and constraints as its position and interests did, reshaping
his place in Lebanon’s Sunni politics and his subsequent role as a figure in its national

landscape.’8®

The Polarisation of the Sunni Establishment & ash-Shahal in 2008

While the Doha Agreement had weakened the Sunni establishment’s national position, there
was also the local matter of violence in Tripoli that would polarise it from the shaykh. The
polarisation was to be expected. The violence was an apparently simple problem that invited
different responses when considered from the national level above Sunni society or from a
local perspective in it. And the origins of that simple problem were reasonably easy to see.
After fighting spread from Beirut to the Shahals’ home of Tripoli, it became clear that the
Sunni establishment’s preparations for conflict had demonstrably failed,’®” as the Lebanese
Army and the Future Movement’s own afwaj paramilitaries proved insufficient to contain
the violence or defend the Party’s assets and constituency.’®® Given how the Doha
Agreement weakened the Future Movement and March 14 government, it was unlikely that
the establishment could just reinforce existing arrangements. Instead, the Hariris would
need a new way to manage the threats to their national position and confessional authority

89 which balanced the distinct national political problems that the Crisis

over Sunni society,
and the Doha Agreement had created with the emerging need to secure Tripoli and Lebanon

more generally. But those national problems would also be unlike anything that marginal
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social actors like ash-Shahal had to consider, and as differences of opinion emerged about
how to address a shared issue, gaps began to appear between the Sunni establishment and
actors in Sunni society. Or to put it in academic language: the issue would polarise the

Future Movement from the shaykh.”?°

That polarisation was virtually inevitable when Tripoli’s violence was not an issue that the
establishment could ignore. The indications of escalation tension suggested if left
unchecked, the problem would spiral out of control. As the violence spread to Tripoli,
residents quickly drew parallels to Sunni-‘Alawi clashes during the Civil War, and fighters in
Bab al-Tabbaneh—the site of the 1986 Syrian government’s massacres during its crackdown
on HTI—found themselves in a new war with counterparts in the ‘Alawi-majority Jabel
Mohsen neighbourhood.”! And people with links to Tripoli’s Salafi movements became
involved, too, trading valuables for weapons that let them join in a new conflict that they
framed in sectarian terms as a defence of Sunnis against Hizbullah and the ‘Alawi Arab
Democratic Party (ADP).”°2 But it was not just an issue in local Trabelsi society and the
Lebanese political class had a say in how things went. ADP chief Rif‘at ‘Aid expressed
concerns that national political operatives were involved,’”®® and between the Future
Movement’s afwaj, Hizbullah’s role in triggering May’s crisis, and Lebanese elites’ history

more generally, it was hard to dismiss them.

From his more marginal position in Sunnit society, ash-Shahal’s role in that polarisation would
be passive. The shaykh’s interests had not significantly changed. He supported that wider

public action on sectarian grounds even if he did not lead it, having called for a general Sunni
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mobilisation in Lebanon.”* That was not a sign that his views had evolved—he had seen
Fatah al-Islam as a potential partner in the defence of the Sunni community before 2008 as
well, contrary to the Sunni establishment’s wishes. And while his interest in an open-ended
sort of mobilisation and his general sectarian tendencies would be one half of the
polarisation between him and the Hariris, those attitudes were also established parts of the
shaykh’s politico-religious identity. He was, after all, a Salafi shaykh with political roots in
Tripoli. There was enough to create a gap between him and the establishment as the May
Crisis’s consequences played out and violence in Tripoli dragged on. But it was not a sign of

changing priorities that would actively polarise him from the Hariris and their interests.”®>

It was instead the establishment’s position and priorities that actively differed from ash-
Shahal’s. As both a national actor and confessional centre of power, it had to strike an
awkward balance between the emerging value of violent competition within society against
the need for national stability. The Future Movement represented a national Sunni elite that
could largely ignore the consequences in Tripoli. For it, limited proxy violence—particularly
with ‘Alawis—was a reasonable way to challenge Hizbullah and Damascus, and it was
essential when disarming those rivals’ partners like the ADP would cause the very
provocation it aimed to avoid.””® Common sense and decency invited valid questions of
whether that was a respectable practice, but it was certainly an established one. The Hariris’
partners in March 14 like Samir Geagea and in government like ISF chief Ashraf Rifi had
armed their own militias and those of their other partners, to say nothing of Hizbullah’s own
armed status.”’ Yet at the same time, the insecurity undermined the Hariris credibility and
enabled radical actors that might undermine their confessional power. The establishment
could not stop the fighting immediately, but it would have to carefully manage and

eventually end it.”®®
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Actively managing those shifting priorities would polarise the Future Movement from figures
like the shaykh. Any new or reinforced proxies would have to address three core issues. First,
the afwaj were insufficient to secure the city. Second, the Doha Agreement’s provisions
limited the March 14 government’s use of the state to regulate sectarian partners like Salafis
and Fatah al-Islam. And third, Hizbullah’s growing power and Syria’s potential re-
engagement in Lebanon made the destabilising impacts of overt military mobilisation into a
significant risk. But actors in Sunni society like ash-Shahal would not be much help with that
sort of three-dimensional problem, and the Future Movement would reject the Salafis’
requests for weapons.”® That invited an obvious inference: the establishment had a
different view of what problems the fighting in Tripoli represented and how best to manage
them. And it had an obvious implication: polarisation between the Hariris and ash-Shahal. As
a key centre of power that defined the political opportunities and constraints of marginal
players like the shaykh, Lebanon’s Sunni establishment would be easily able to consciously
uncouple from him, find new ways and partners by which to address its priorities, and cause

his relative place in the structures of Sunni power to shift.8%0

Ash-Shahal’s Structural Shift in a Polarised Environment

As the Sunni establishment tried to manage Tripoli’s violence rather than end it, the
polarisation from the shaykh would see it create facilitative opportunities for new partners
and repressively exclude actors like him. The core change was organisational. The Future
Movement was not going to trust its existing partners or the government, and instead
formed new paramilitary networks through professional intermediaries like ‘Amid Hammud.
That was a sign of its shifting priorities: while ash-Shahal was a Salafi shaykh who could
support the Future Movement’s confessional authority, Hammiud had quit Lebanon’s
security establishment after the May Crisis and brought his own expertise to the Future
Movement as its new paramilitary coordinator.®°? It was not an easy hiring process and

Hammud would reject Saad Hariri’s initial job offers. But once aboard, he started working to

799 Abdellatif, "Questions Abound on Hariri’s Relation to Radical Salafist Backers."

800 Tarrow and Tilly, Contentious Politics, 130.

801 Sami Nader, "Concerns Rise in Lebanon as Another Soldier Defects," Al-Monitor (23/10/2014 2014).
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2014/10/lebanon-army-soldier-defect-concerns.html.

162



set up new networks for the establishment that could address the worsening balance of
Hizbullah’s power in Lebanon’s national landscape, particularly in its capacity as a partner for

the Iranian and Syrian governments 802

Hammud’s efforts had not given the Future Movement a new military force, but they were
not supposed to. The simple problem was that the establishment needed to solve complex,
emerging problems within equally complex constraints, and the resulting networks reflected
that. After 2011 it would become clear that they were not as professional or organised as
Hammud was. His occasional subordinates would include figures with roots in Sunni society
rather than Lebanon’s military—as noted in later chapters—like Ziyad ‘Aluki,8% a former
parsley vendor,®%* and Salim ar-Rafi‘T who helped manage the networks.8% But those
arrangements were a passable solution to the establishment’s problems. The Future
Movement could deny any links to what he and they were doing so long as he kept
responding to media inquiries by framing his militias as mere Future Movement
supporters,® and describing himself as a concerned member of Lebanon’s Sunni
community.®%’ Those denials were unconvincing, and estranged partners like ‘Alaki would

later implicate Hommud in wider facilitation arrangements that extended all the way to
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senior Sunnt figures like Ashraf Rifi.8% But they helped his networks to institutionalise and
routinise the violence in accordance with the shifting interests that had polarised the Hariris
from actors like ash-Shahal, keeping the violence at the establishment’s preferred intensity

while denying rivals a firm pretext for escalation.?%°

Between the Sunni establishment’s facilitation of new partners and the political sensitivities
in which it had to work, it appeared that the shaykh would not be part of that process. There
was no place in the new networks for ash-Shahal when he could not serve the Hariris’
overriding national concerns, particularly as they related to Syrian intervention in Lebanon.
Tripoli’s local leaders demanded state intervention as fighting between Sunnis and ‘Alawis
continued,?° but while the March 14 government deployed the Army by July tenth, its
intimations of Syrian responsibility—and its own role—suggested that real stability
depended on its confidence that the ADP would not turn to Damascus for protection.®!! And
in the resulting negotiations, sectarian actors like ash-Shahal would be unhelpful.
Mainstream Sunni politicians like Najib Miqati respected Salafis’ religious convictions but
were uncomfortable with them in politics while the ADP’s Rif‘at ‘Aid understandably
associated them with HTI’s attacks on ‘Alawis in the 1980s.812 And as Damascus’ statements

made Future Movement leaders worry about if or when the Syrian regime was about to re-
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establish its control in Lebanon, sectarian voices would only slow the negotiations down at a

time when speed was of the essence.?3

The formal resolution by which the establishment tapered the violence in Tripoli confirmed
that the shaykh was not the partner that Sunni leaders needed. The agreement that Saad
Hariri supported in September would come from mainstream Sunni and non-Sunni elites,
after meetings between the Future Movement, ADP, Yakan’s al-Jama“a al-Islamiyya, and
other Sunni elites like Najib Migati and Mufti Malik ash-Sha‘ar.814 By the time Tripoli’s
various parties—including the Salafi movement and ash-Shahal—signed it, its emergence
had demonstrated that for a Sunni establishment with changing priorities, the shaykh was
no longer a necessary partner.8> Even if the establishment had valued the shaykh as an
accessory to its confessional power and headed off a potential challenge by co-opting him,
its taste had changed as its priorities did.?1® As its interest in preserving national stability
polarised it from ash-Shahal’s own interest in potentially unrestricted national competition,

excluding and marginalising the shaykh became the natural choice.?’

As the agreement that officially resolved Tripoli’s instability came into force, there were
transparent signals that the Future Movement had shifted the underlying structure of
opportunities and constraints for marginal actors like the Salafi movement. Saad Hariri’s

comments after the signing would signal two things: the Future Movement had
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818 and figures

institutionalised its activities in Tripoli to support shifting national priorities,
like the shaykh were no longer suitable partners.81® Emphasising common Lebanese identity
and independence from foreign interference, his message to the ‘Alawi community
confirmed that the deal was an attempt to stabilise Lebanon’s national politics by separating
the ADP from the Syrian regime, limiting the incentives for it to seek Syrian protection at a
time when the Doha Agreement’s provisions had foreshadowed normalisation with
Damascus. But Hariri also offered an implicit warning against action outside March 14 and
the Future Movement’s authority, stressing the collective Lebanese obligation to unite
behind the Army against threats to stability. Third parties would have no business trying to
manage such threats on their own—that responsibility sat with the government. And when
Hariris’ examples of those threats were Fatah al-Islam and the fighting in the Naher al-Barid
camp, the target audience was unmistakeable: actors like ash-Shahal, whose sectarian

interest in open-ended competition contradicted the establishment’s national priorities.8?°

As the government prepared to enforce the new peace, the general implication was that
Sunni leaders’ boundaries of political acceptability had shifted, as had their expectations of
the role that marginal actors would play. With March 14 Prime Minister Fouad Siniora’s
indications that political and sectarian banners around the city were to be removed, it
became clear that the measures would deliver physical security for the public and political
stability for Sunni leaders. And between Siniora’s pledge of an Army crackdown on
unregulated weapons and the Future Movement’s own work via intermediaries like
Hammud, any space for mobilisation that fell outside the Sunni establishment’s control had
disappeared.®! In a system where the Doha Agreement had limited the Hariris’ ability to
instrumentalise the state for partisan reasons, those measures were a next-best solution
that stabilised Tripoli while suppressing threats to the establishment’s national and

confessional interests. The arrangement was not entirely novel and it echoed the crackdown
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on Fatah al-Islam before 2008.822 But the unoriginality only reinforced the signal to figures
like ash-Shahal that their political role would remain as marginal as ever or diminish further
as Sunni leaders found better partners.®23 And that increasing structural distance from the
establishment was precisely the kind of thing that could turn marginal actors like the shaykh

824

into opposition figures,*** even if the precise extent and nature of that opposition would

reflect whichever political opportunities emerged after Lebanon’s May 2008 Crisis.??

Contained Contention in National Politics

The polarisation following May 2008’s Crisis would not mark the end of ash-Shahal’s national
role or release him from his existing constraints, but it would put him in a contained kind of
contention with the Sunni establishment and its priorities. His privileged place in Sunni
society was unchanged and he was well placed to articulate narratives of political identity
and framing that—while awkward—would not trigger a backlash from Sunni leaders that
wanted to avoid unnecessary provocations. Like the wider community, he had framed his
grievances and objectives in open-ended terms rather than narrow strategic ones, linking
Tripoli’s ‘Alawis to the city’s violent political history and denouncing Hizbullah’s role in
Lebanon’s politics and society.82° His calls for action reflected that diagnosis, too, as he met
with partners in al-Liga al-Mustaqil al-Islami who agreed to “escalate” and warned that
circumstances would worsen so long as Sunnis faced threats or humiliation,®?” while later
admitting that he had issued a fatwa directing Sunnis to defend the community.828 At a time
when the Future Movement’s elites and their allies had personally visited Tripoli to try and
keep the violence under control, that was not going to win friends in high places.®?° But it

would not invite direct intervention to suppress it, either. Even if he was still a marginal
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actor in the structures of Sunni power, it was possible for the shaykh to exercise some

agency without encroaching on their interests.839

That left space for the shaykh to pursue his own interests from an existing position among
the Salafis, intervening in matters like a Salafi-Hizbullah reconciliation a month before the
Future Movement’s September Sunni-‘Alawi deal. That intervention had been essential for
ash-Shahal, even if it was contrary to the establishment’s stated interest in national stability.
One problem from his perspective was that the deal challenged his authority, having been
signed by his cousin Hasan ash-Shahal and Sufwan az-Za‘abi as representatives of Lebanon’s
Salafis with Ibrahim as-Sayyid from Hizbullah.83! The motives behind that were debateable—
while the two men representing the Salafis had downplayed Lebanese media suggestions of
pressure from charities in Kuwait, their assertions of independence from Kuwaiti and other
Lebanese interests suggested at least a general rejection of Shaykh ash-Shahal’s authority.%32
And the memorandum'’s objectives of cooperation and reconciliation with Hizbullah were
hard to square with ash-Shahal’s stated interest in confronting threats to the Sunni
community.®3 He was not going to help stabilise Tripoli or Lebanon by annulling the deal.
But blocking it would at least let the shaykh assert his continuing appearance of authority

over Lebanon’s Salafis, and of his own priorities as a guide for the wider movement.834
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Blocking the Salafi-Hizbullah memorandum would put ash-Shahal in contention with a Sunni
establishment that wanted to limit Tripoli’s violence and the associated national tensions.
The difference between ash-Shahal, his cousin, and az-Za‘abi’s framing of the agreement
mirrored the broader gap between the shaykh’s public interests and those of the Hariris.
Like the Future Movement, his cousin Hasan had framed May’s events as a symptom of
wider tension that needed to be addressed, and claimed to have the establishment’s
support.®> But ash-Shahal framed it as an attempt to justify Hizbullah’s behaviour and
undermine the Sunnt community.®3® How he acted outside the confines of the Salafi
movement was another question. Within the Salafi circles that the Future Movement
generally left alone, though, the shaykh had acted according to the priorities that had helped

polarise him from the establishment, in contention with its political interests.®3’

But while ash-Shahal’s behaviour in the national context was contentious, his cautious
political framing also avoided drawing repression from above. A willingness to intervene in
political matters had distinguished him from other Salafis like az-Za‘abi. And he did not claim
to be a partner of the Sunnt establishment. If anything, ash-Shahal presented himself as an
outsider whose movement was misunderstood by Lebanon’s political class and state,®3® and
he rejected political partisanship on religious grounds. But his actions did not mean that he
was looking to expose himself to the risks and dangers of Lebanon’s national politics by
challenging the system or its structure. Blocking the Salafi-Hizbullah memorandum was an
assertion of authority within Salafi circles but not a sign of broader opposition to the Sunni
establishment or Lebanon’s confessional system. And notwithstanding any perceived

misalignment of interests, ash-Shahal said that the Salafi movement was still closest to the

85 Susan al-Atbah, "Hasan ash-Shahal: Wafiq “Tayyar al-Mustagbal” fa Waga‘na al-Wathiga.. wa ‘Indama
Taraja‘d Jammadnaha," ash-Sharqg al-Awsat (21/08/2008 2008).
https://archive.aawsat.com/details.asp?section=4&article=483708&issueno=10859.

836 al-<al, "Salafiyya Lubnan.. Sira® Iglim1 fi Qalb Hadat Ta’ifi."

87 Tilly, Popular Contention in Great Britain, 94-95.

88 Memowas, "7 / 5 Sa‘at Hiwar. As-Sunna fi Lubnan bayna al-Khilafat wat-Tahalufat."

169



Hariris and March 14,83 and lauded the establishment’s political successes like its victory in

2009’s municipal elections.84°

That deference spoke to the nature of ash-Shahal’s contention with the centres of Sunni
power—it was a contained sort that was misaligned with Sunni leaders’ interests without
challenging their authority. He would characterise any semblance of partisan loyalty as an
exercise in political realism, with a concession that the establishment remained necessary so
long as Sunnis remained vulnerable to external threats in the unchanged structures of
Lebanon’s politics. Similarly, he still objected to the confessional system while accepting it as
the foundation for Lebanon’s political order, while warning that the Taif Agreement’s
arrangements were critical to preventing unnamed factions from asserting control over the
wider country.®4? And it would only be in the narrow confines of the Salafi movement where
he enjoyed authority that his actions—like the intervention in the Salafi-Hizbullah
memorandum—signalled his polarisation from the Sunni establishment. He had taken
advantage of existing opportunities within the narrow confines of the Salafi movement,
asserting his personal authority and sectarian interests at the expense of others’ more
accommodating orientation. But he still understood that as far as actors like him were
concerned, the Lebanese context was as dangerously repressive as it had been before the
Crisis of May 2008, the 2005 Syrian withdrawal, and even the settlement of Lebanon’s Civil
War. And he would not survive in it except by working within the constraints of a Lebanese

system and in the dangerous shadow of the Sunni establishment.842

A Confrontational Social Figure
The Future Movement’s hands-off management of Tripoli’s instability would also create the
resources and political space that ash-Shahal needed to position himself as a populist

representative of Sunni society, in opposition to the confessional elite. As had been the case
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before the May 2008 Crisis, he would owe his shifting position in society largely to decisions
that other people made, and the Sunni establishment’s failures to preserve stability in Tripoli
were essential to his new role. But outbreaks of violence had political impacts that were
specific to the places where violence happened, and the shaykh’s rise was partly a product
of Tripoli’s own distinct circumstances. For one, the clashes would not just be between
militias that took their orders from Lebanon’s national parties, and as a significant mass of
people from the city’s Sunni community mobilised on their own it would create
opportunities outside the Future Movement’s immediate control for the Salafis.843 And that
itself reflected a failure of the Sunni establishment’s political leadership. The Hariris had not
really abandoned the city and the work by intermediaries like Hommud were signs of
continued engagement. But the mass mobilisation indicated a widespread public perception
of political abandonment by a Sunnt establishment that did not care about Tripoli’s affairs.

844

That in itself made violence likely,*** and as the creeping political isolation saw Tripoli’s

845 an opportunity would appear for ash-

Sunnis take responsibility for their own affairs,
Shahal. The city’s Sunni public was mobilising at an unusual scale, and there appeared to be
space—real or otherwise—for someone besides the Hariris to position themselves as its

representative.

For the shaykh, the resource mobilisation opportunities amidst Tripoli’s unrest were
obvious. Neither he nor the wider Salafi movement were about to follow Sa‘id Sha‘ban’s
example from the eighties and assemble a new Islamic emirate from a disparate mess of
armed groups. But the wider public was becoming a source of material and political
opportunities for Tripoli’s Salafi movements. There were practical reasons for the public to
engage with the city’s Salafis: the movement offered a structure in which fighters could
mobilise, intangible resources of validation and motivation, and some tangible ones like

material support.84¢ And those seemed to matter more to Tripoli’s Sunni community than
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the Salafi movement’s religious message—when fighters neglected even basic habits like
prayer, the movement appeared to have been caught up in an opportune public response to
an external threat, rather than mobilising a religiously-agreeable base of its own.84” Amidst
the public sense of anger, vulnerability, and abandonment that May 2008’s Crisis caused in
Tripoli, Salafis leaders like ash-Shahal articulated a necessary sense of public identity and
their organisations offered a structure in which to pool and distribute resources.®*® While
they were not the original source of Tripoli’s wider public mobilisation, they were well-
placed to appropriate the resources that it offered them. All the shaykhs needed to do was
frame the underlying issues in their distinct terms and adopt the public’s actions as their

own 8%

Tripoli’s Salafis like ash-Shahal had recognised those opportunities and acted accordingly. It
was not hard for them to do so. With a sectarian orientation they could easily position
themselves as incidental leaders in a community where intercommunal tensions were high.
While Hizbullah’s takeover of Beirut was a relatively simple issue in Lebanon’s national
context, in Tripoli it came after years of deprivation and the historical memory of incidents
like the massacres that destroyed HTI in the eighties, which recent concerns about
Hizbullah’s role in Lebanon after the July-August 2006 war had worsened.®*° And Salafis’
marginal position in Sunni politics would be opportune. Situated just above the wider
community, figures like ash-Shahal could convincingly present themselves as representatives
of the public by echoing widespread complaints of abandonment by the establishment. But
the shaykh would also be an ideal beneficiary of the Future Movement'’s efforts to keep
tensions at the right level by distributing resources. That would make the details of his and
others’ role ambiguous—although the Future Movement would face allegations of
supporting the Salafis and it was not entirely clear how the shaykh secured his own weapons

on their watch, the general public below was also “awash” with guns, making it easy for
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fighters to equip themselves.®>! A mix of political isolation and physical insecurity had driven
the Trabelsi Sunnt community to action, and the shaykhs had played only a limited role in
causing it. But the opportunities for actors like ash-Shahal were still obvious. All that he and
people with his stature needed to do was provide a sense of purpose. By doing so, they
would be able to position themselves as representatives of a mobilising community in

Lebanon’s wider national context, even if their actual leadership was limited.8>2

And thanks to his incidental position in the Salafi movement, that would turn Tripoli’s unrest
into ash-Shahal’s political moment. He was not Tripoli’s only prominent Salafi figure and the
minor protests that he led after May’s events were not unique. Salim ar-Rafi‘t had notably
led some as well. But ash-Shahal’s intervention in the Salafi-Hizbullah reconciliation had
hinted at his image as the movement’s national activist figurehead after 2005’s Syrian
withdrawal, notwithstanding the more limited realities of his influence. Just as importantly,
his supporters saw him as a leader—at least until the Future Movement facilitated
September’s Sunni-‘Alawi reconciliation,?>® banners would hang in areas like Bab al-
Tabbaneh that spoke to his political prominence.®>* And the shaykh was entirely aware of
that position, too, having suggested that there was space for minor interests in Lebanon’s
politics. Without suggesting that the Future Movement had disappeared, he claimed that
May’s events had obliged Salafis to side with the Sunnt community. Even if he was not the

new leader of the Sunni public, he was interested in representing and speaking for it.8>

Ash-Shahal would not rise beyond that basic representative role. Neither the community’s
mobilisation nor Tripoli’s Salafi networks offered a clear path to leadership outside his
movement’s core membership. It was partly the shaykh’s personal problem: he had limited

resources and was dependent on circumstances, making it difficult to enforce cooperation
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with his directions.®>® And in the wider Trabelsi community, he could not rely on his religious
influence when more tangible social concerns had driven Sunnis towards the city’s Salafi
movements. In his circumstances, the role of a religious figure would be to speak for the
community, without leading it in a new political direction.8>” He was still keenly aware that
political control sat with the centres of Sunni elite power, and he avoided suggestions that
he had become more politically engaged and downplaying the possibility of political
mobilisation.?>8 Even if the shaykh was not willing to step back from the public spotlight, he
had signalled that his role was to only represent Tripoli’s Sunni community by articulating its

concerns and a sense of collective identity.8>°

But ash-Shahal’s expressions of identity and framing were still politically contentious and
positioned him against the Sunni establishment, notwithstanding any enduring structural
limits in which he had to work. He still framed actors like Hizbullah and the ADP as
immediate threats,®®° but he held the Sunni political class responsible for the community’s
exposure to them. In his polarised telling, the establishment had contributed to the unrest
through its negligence,®%! and left the community isolated from a Lebanese state that would
not fulfil its responsibility to provide security and welfare.8%? Because of that perceived
neglect, he saw Lebanon’s Sunnis as a community defined by vulnerability to foreign
intervention more than shared civic identity, particularly when they lived in the shadow of a
Syrian regime that saw Lebanon’s Sunnis and especially Salafis as obstructions to the
renewed co-optation of Lebanon’s state.®%3 And in his view the Trabelsi parts of that Sunni

community stood out—to ash-Shahal, Tripoli was the Lebanese “Sunni centre” that
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Damascus targeted.®%* None of that positioned him as a new competitor for leadership in the
structures of Sunni power, and his place in Lebanon’s national context had not changed. But
as someone caught between an outraged Trabelsi Sunni community and a Future Movement
that was suffering from declining credibility, he was well-placed to become a contentious
representative of the Sunni public.2%> And as a figure with limited political influence in a
social context that the Hariris had increasingly ignored, he appeared to recognise that the
establishment would not repress him even if his narratives of political identity and framing

no longer aligned with its interests.86®

Stabilisation, Stagnation, Deterioration

Without further shocks to the centres of power that shaped his structural context from
above, there was not going to be another dramatic change in ash-Shahal’s political role like
the one that had followed May 2008’s Crisis. His polarisation and alienation from the Future
Movement lasted into 2009, as did his limited role in politics. He would have further
disagreements with the establishment over issues that were sensitive in Lebanon’s Sunni
community, like the government’s release of four officers who had been detained over their
role in the 2005 Hariri assassination. The controversy was informative: it drew allegations
from the Shahals of March 14’s complicity in Sunni oppression, and from other Salafi shaykhs
like Zakaria al-Masri of a double standard in the treatment of Sunni detainees associated
with organisations like Fatah al-Islam 2%’ But later political tests like 2009’s June elections
would be a reminder that those disagreements meant little, and even as the likes of Hasan

ash-Shahal and Sufwan az-Za‘abi were working to promote more public political engagement
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from the Sunni public and issued legal rulings supporting it,28 Salafis’ own role in politics
continued to be limited. The most that ash-Shahal himself could do was speak to Sunni
society’s shared identity as a community united by shared risks and grievances, while
framing the establishment as complicit after abandoning Salafis despite their sacrifices for

the community,®%°

and excluding the movement from March 14’s political electoral lists. In
his personal capacity as a dissatisfied scholar, he was someone who lacked real political
independence and whose role outside the establishment’s patronage—or his narrow

intellectual circles—was to vocally represent a society that usually did not listen to him.87°

From that marginal position as a representative of Sunni society moving into 2009, ash-
Shahal’s role in national politics would remain dependent on the overall structure of
domestic constraints and opportunities that the Sunni establishment controlled. The shaykh
never gained the power—even within the Salafi movement—that he would need to confront
the establishment, and while Tripoli’s other Salafis did not challenge his nominal leadership,
they privately conceded that the movement was divided and its shaykhs could only ever
muster a limited constituency.?”* That made it unsurprising that when Saad Hariri’s tenure as
Prime Minister began in 2009 after Fouad Siniora’s term ended, the shift happened
notwithstanding any concerns that the shaykh raised about the establishment’s fulfilment of
its obligations to Sunni society.®’2 And it also meant that when the shaykh did enjoy
relevance, it would depend on how the Sunni elite perceived him in relation to their
priorities, rather than personal merit or some kind of political impact factor. If he did not
serve the interests that the establishment believed itself to have, then the establishment
could ignore him as a figure who was not worthy of any serious attention, as the Future
Movement had when it facilitated new networks in response to changing priorities after May

2008. And if establishment figures’ personal insecurities made the shaykh seem threatening,
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then as centres of power in a national setting they could actively repress him—something
that Kuwait’s government did by blocking his travel on political stability grounds in March
2009,%73 as the country worked through domestic tensions that had triggered the dissolution
of its parliament.8’4 Regardless of what he said or did, the basic fact was that the Sunni
establishment had distanced itself from him, and still controlled the range of opportunities

that he could seize and the constraints in which he could do so.

And for its part, the establishment continued to shape those opportunities and constraints
according to interests that polarised it from actors like the shaykh. Developments in 2010
would be a reminder that it had to prioritise wider insecurities in Lebanon’s national and
regional context, not its relationship to ash-Shahal. Having already triggered the shocks of
2005’s Cedar Revolution and 2008’s May Crisis, those transnational forces could cause
further shifts at home. By December 2010, the Future Movement had seemingly stabilised
Lebanon’s national political order, securing its position from external threats like March 8
and Hizbullah and ending any earlier reliance on marginal partners like the Salafi movement
for confessional dominance.®’®> But it had done so by placating actors in Lebanon’s
transnational context. By September, Saad Hariri had visited Damascus for the fifth time as
Prime Minister, and as the Assad regime welcomed his discussions about Hizbullah’s armed
status and Lebanon’s stability,8’® he distanced himself from the investigation into the
assassination of his father that Damascus had allegedly caused.?”” And as Iran’s President,

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, visited Lebanon in October and affirmed his solidarity with
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Hizbullah and its stated mission of resistance,®’® Future Movement elites pressed their

confessional subordinates to avoid antagonising the Iranian government.8”°

But none of the establishment’s compromises would really stabilise Lebanon. If anything, its
attempts to manage those interests and maintain control over actors like ash-Shahal
ensured ongoing national instability. The wider March 14 bloc was concerned by concessions
to Damascus and increasing activity by March 8, which some of the Hariris’ partners accused
of fomenting violence against the Christian community. And in the Sunni confessional order,
marginal figures like ash-Shahal were growing similarly agitated. The prospects of Syrian re-
engagement concerned the shaykh, who warned that Salafis would respond to any
aggression by Damascus in the North,® and took the developments as a sign for him to
return to public life following his withdrawal after the 2009 elections. But as had been the
case before, his political engagement would depend on opportunities in Sunni society—he
re-joined al-Liga al-Mustaqil al-Islami, for example, after its principal political representative
Khaled Dhaher revived it.28! Those opportunities were unlikely to shift again without another
significant political shock. Such a shock was looming, of course—the Future Movement had
preserved the structure of Lebanese politics without ever confronting internal or external
structural challenges, and there would be a point where Saad Hariri ran out of opportunities
for compromise. And that left Lebanon in a fragile place by 2010. Under the Hariris’
leadership, Lebanon’s national system and the Sunni confessional order were slowly moving
towards another collapse that would alter the structures of politics and ash-Shahal’s place
relative to their centres of power. If his trajectory since 2005 was any indication, his role in

Lebanon’s national politics would once again change as that happened.82
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The Implications & Questions from 2005 to 2010

2005’s Syrian withdrawal and 2008’s May Crisis were significant shocks for Lebanon and ash-
Shahal alike, even if they did not undo the Lebanese system’s fundamental structure. The
national political landscape and the Sunni confessional order would still be subject to key
centres of power like the Hariris’ Sunni establishment and the March 14 coalition that it led,
in contention with Hizbullah’s comparable position at the head of Lebanon’s Shi‘a
community and the March 8 coalition. And as the establishment manoeuvred to retain and
consolidate its control over the structures of Sunni confessional power while trying to
preserve that national position, it would shape the role of marginal Sunni actors like ash-
Shahal by altering the opportunities that he could seize and the constraints in which he
could do so. That had never bought it and the shaykh’s interests into alignment, at least in
the political sense—his sectarian outlook and polarisation from the Future Movement after
May’s Crisis suggested that he lacked the sort of civil consciousness which would make him

883 35 had his overtures to Fatah al-

more concerned about maintaining national stability,
Islam before it. Instead, there was the same question that the comparable Najdi Salafi
tradition’s history in Saudi Arabia had raised: to what extent would the shaykh’s distinct

roots or those imposing structures of power shape his role in Lebanon’s national politics?

Ash-Shahal’s course from 2005 to 2010 had offered a general answer to that question: the
role of Salafis like him would reflect that structural context and his place relative to the
Hariris’ power in it. There were reasons for that. The inability to mobilise the Salafi
movement as a personal resource made him dependent on existing opportunities, and his
initiative would not count for much. But with an unusual family background and networks,
there were still enough incidental opportunities for him to have an image of elite leadership
after 2005. And as the Sunni public turned into a resource that he could opportunistically
mobilise after the May 2008 Crisis, that would allow the shaykh to position himself as a
national figure in apparent opposition to the Hariris’ Sunni establishment. Even if ash-

Shahal—like ar-Rafi‘lT—had religious roots in an exceptional Najdi Salafi tradition that
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identified people and framed things in stark terms, it appeared that his limitations and

circumstances made his politics a generic structural phenomenon.

While that dependence on context meant that the contentious political dynamics between
the shaykh and Sunni leaders explained his shifting national role, there was still a question of
if and why that dependence was inevitable. From 2005 to 2010, ash-Shahal’s transformation
from being an accessory to an adversary of the Sunni establishment overlapped with the
establishment’s shifting patterns of demobilising intervention in Sunni society. But the 2007
crackdown that stopped ash-Shahal from courting Fatah al-Isldm was an active kind of
intervention, while its limited engagement in Tripoli that facilitated the shaykh’s
representation of the Sunni public after the May 2008 Crisis was more passive. And both
incidents showed the establishment securing interests besides its relationships with figures
like ash-Shahal. One resulting question was of specifically how and why the establishment
shaped those marginal players’ role, which would stay unanswered until the Migati
government’s March 2013 resignation. Another was about how much agency the shaykhs
like ash-Shahal had—some reports suggested that Salim ar-Rafi, for example, was involved
in the establishment’s networks that Hammud facilitated after May 2008,284 while ar-Rafi‘i
publicly rejected them.®> That second question reflected a recurring problem with many
Salafi cases: their marginality invited a structural explanation of their role in politics but it
also made it difficult to see how they would behave if they had the space to operate more
independently. For better or for worse, the Hariri government’s 2011 collapse was about to

make that second question much easier to answer.
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Chapter 5:
The Limits of Political Advocacy & Religious
Activism from 2011 to 2012
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Introduction

Events in 2011 and 2012 offered half of an explanation for the shifts in ash-Shahal’s national
role: Salafis like him and ar-Rafir had weak political agency through their political advocacy
and religious activism, and lacked impact on their place and role in the national context. That
distinction began to stand out in 2011 as the two shaykhs gained more freedom to operate
as representatives of the Sunni community. Following the national shock of the March 14
government’s January 2011 collapse, the Future Movement’s withdrawal from public
leadership left space for alternate representation of the Sunnt public with limited visible
intervention from above. And at the same time, the Syrian Uprising’s sectarian tensions
diffused into Lebanon and turned the public into a self-mobilising resource for marginal
actors like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘l. Taken as a whole, the situation was turning into a test of
their agency in national politics, and the question was simple: with the opportunities and

space to shape their own course, what could the shaykhs do?

Even in those enabling circumstances the shaykhs were still marginal. Ash-Shahal and ar-
Rafi‘v’s political rhetoric and identity were an exercise in contentious politics that responded
to a regional context beyond Lebanon, and they were significant political players in narrower
religious settings. Yet they could not decide if or where they affected significant change, be it
in service of Najdi Salafism’s basic ideas or anything else.®8¢ As political advocates for Sunni
society they were nominally contentious figures with their demands for attention and action
on certain issues,®®’ but their impact depended on whether more capable actors
appropriated them as partners. And while ar-Rafi‘’s religious activism put him in contention
with other religious scholars, it was in a narrow religious space where politics was a
discursive contest of ideas between interested experts.®8 Those limitations made it
unsurprising that amidst Tripoli’s worsening violence in 2012, they were marginal players
whose role depended on other dynamics like the public’s own mobilisation, and sat closer to

the peripheries of Sunni politics than the centres of power that actually sustained the
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fighting.89 But it also left questions of whose agency shaped their role, drawing attention to

intervention by Sunni leaders in 2013 and 2014.

Isolation & Politicisation in 2011

2011’s events gave the shaykhs more independence from the Sunnt establishment, more
relevance to the public, and more space to exercise whatever little agency they had. As in
2008, the central political shock had come from Hizbullah. The Party had found a way to
topple the March 14 government, triggering aftershocks that would weaken the Sunni
establishment’s position. That would have a direct consequence in Sunni confessional
politics, where Saad Hariri’s withdrawal from public leadership created space for alternative
representatives to step forth with only a limited risk of intervention from above. But it would
also worsen the impacts of the Syrian Uprising and the associated sectarian tensions, which
polarised the isolated Sunni community from Sunni elites and gave actors like ash-Shahal
and ar-Rafi‘l new relevance as representatives of the public. While Lebanon’s political order
was intact, the Salafis had more independence and security in the national landscape. And as
events developed further, the real question would not be whether the shaykhs had
significant agency from 2011 to 2012, but rather the extent to which they could use it to

define their own place and role.

The Damage of the January 2011 Collapse

Hizbullah’s January 2011 withdrawal from the cabinet drove the March 14 government from
power and altered the Future Movement’s priorities in Sunni society. That resulting January
collapse was a distinctly Lebanese problem, having originated in disagreements over the
Special Tribunal for Lebanon (STL) investigation of Rafiq Hariri’s assassination. Saad Hariri
had tried to avoid the issue by deflecting March 8 calls for a cabinet meeting about the STL,
and understandably so. He feared for the investigation itself, the function of the Lebanese

government, his prime ministership, and stability in Lebanon.®9° But those deflections had
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not made it any less serious an issue for March 8 and Hizbullah who had been clear about
what their concerns about the STL were.®9* And more importantly, their actions had
signalled that they saw the STL as a time-sensitive issue. Recent months had seen attacks on
investigators in Hizbullah-controlled suburbs in South Beirut,®%? and the looming collapse
would come a week before a sealed indictment that might have implicated Party personnel
in the 2005 killing—to say nothing of indictments which did that exact thing,® later in
2011.8%

While Saad Hariri wanted to dismiss Hizbullah and March 8’s concerns as his counterparts’
trivial personal problem, they were well-placed to make them into a major political one for
his government. Just as the Hariris did in Sunni politics, those actors enjoyed a hegemonic
influence in the narrower Lebanese Shi‘i confessional sphere that they could use
instrumentally. On January 12, they withdrew 10 ministers and were joined by Adnan
Hussein—a normally independent Shi‘i politician who was close to President Michel
Suleiman, but had received personal outreach from Hizbullah’s Secretary-General Hassan
Nasrallah and hints of a ministry.8%> To some extent, that made the collapse a long-term
issue. Hizbullah had used the “blocking third” that the Doha Agreement entrenched after the

May 2008 Crisis, which itself followed pressure on March 14 that had been worsening since
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2005. But it was also an immediate shock from Hizbullah, who needed to head off a
worsening political threat from the STL and decided that destroying the March 14

government was a way to do that.8%

The March 14 government’s resulting collapse had the potential to change not just the
partisan distribution of power in Lebanon but also the authoritarian structure of it, thanks to
the STL’s place in various domestic and transnational disputes. For one, the STL had been
central to a wider discussion about foreign intervention in Lebanon before even formally
starting in 2009. Leaving aside domestic allegations about Hizbullah’s role in the death of
Lebanon’s former Prime Minster, the investigation had raised broader questions about the
legitimacy of intervention by certain foreign governments, particularly the Syrian
government that supported Hizbullah and Western ones that backed the STL. That was less a
principled conversation than a partisan one, if its resonance in wider Sunni society was any
indication. To Salafis like Da“T al-Islam ash-Shahal who echoed the March 14 view, Damascus
and its partners wanted to avoid investigative attention that exposed their involvement in
Rafiq Hariri’s killing.8%” Conversely, the Sunni Islamic activists that Damascus had co-opted
after the crackdowns in the eighties like Hashim Mingara aligned with Hizbullah and March
8’s view:8%8 the STL violated Lebanese sovereignty as an imposition on Lebanon by Western
powers like the United States, United Kingdom, and France, and it lacked acceptance from
the Lebanese public and Syria.?% While those marginal actors had no power over the issue,
they were mirrors of the partisan lines along which disputes over the STL fell. More
importantly, their concerns suggested that any fallout over the STL could become a disaster

that entangled Lebanon’s society, national order, and international circumstances.

8% Al Jazeera AJ and Agencies, "Views on Lebanon Political Crisis," Al Jazeera (13/01/2011 2011).
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2011/1/13/views-on-lebanon-political-crisis.

897 al-Bayyina, "ash-Shahal Yahdhur min Mukhatat Sari Didd Sunnat Lubnan," Lebanese Center for
Research and Consulting (11/11/2008 2008). http://www.center-lcrc.com/news/52.

898 al-Ahed News, "ash-Shaykh Hashim Mingara: al-Muhakim ad-Dawliya Adwat li Tamrir al-Fitan ad-
Dakhiliya min Ajl al-Muzid min at-Tagsim," al-Ahed News (17/09/2010 2010).
https://archive.alahednews.com.lb/details.php?id=36485.

899 Marieke Wierda, Habib Nassar, and Lynn Maalouf, "Early Reflections on Local Perceptions,
Legitimacy and Legacy of the Special Tribunal for Lebanon," Journal of International Criminal Justice
5, no. 5 (2007): 1074-75.

185



Those domestic issues behind and around January’s collapse did not mean it lacked any
international dimension. For Hizbullah and March 8 it was something that could at least be
framed with reference to international concerns even if the decision still sat with them. Their
ministers withdrew from cabinet one day after a Saudi-Syrian initiative failed to resolve the

STL’s tensions,?®°

and on the day of Hariri’s trip to Washington which would have been
followed by a Paris visit.*°! The timing spoke to a general point about the Syrian regime and
its Lebanese partners’ interests: they cared less about the Saudi efforts than Washington’s
influence. And there were good reasons for that. Saudi officials had indicated that their
priorities lay in making Damascus a partner of Arab states instead of Iran, and Riyadh was

more likely to accommodate March 8’s position.®°2 In contrast, American officials spoke of

the STL’s role in stopping “political assassinations with impunity in Lebanon.”9%3

But those foreign interests only had so much influence and could not save the Hariri
government. Pressure from outside Lebanon would not coerce or convince March 8 towards
a different course in 2011, and lukewarm Western rhetorical support for March 14 was part
of the problem. The weak reassurances fell short of the sort of threatened intervention that
could force March 8 into reconsidering, and American backing for Lebanon’s security
institutions would struggle to balance Hizbullah when assistance was tailored to preserve
the Israeli military’s relative power.%%* The failure of Saudi Syrian talks still marked the loss of
opportunity for March 8 and Hizbullah, but March 14’s foreign partners had not made any
promises or threats that could change the course of events. In those circumstances, the Free

Patriotic Movement’s Gebran Bassil could talk dismissively about US pressure: the Saudi and
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Syrian governments had helped “Lebanon move past the crisis that resulted from the work
of the international court,” while Saad Hariri had submitted to “foreign pressures,

particularly the American sort.”9%

That limited foreign influence left the Sunni establishment in a position where it would not
be able to challenge its rivals, especially given the possibility of a national confrontation.
Despite March 14’s role in Lebanon’s civil state, the Hariris’ national position was weaker
than their confessional one. One problem was that despite years of manipulating social and
religious networks to secure their confessional power, they had made minimal efforts to do
so within the Lebanese state where key roles—especially security ones—were distributed
according to confessional convention.?°® And the Hariris also had not resolved Hizbullah’s
armed role outside the state, while nobody else had come in to do it for them. Even as
marginal figures like ash-Shahal had condemned the threat that Hizbullah’s weapons posed

907

to national stability and the Sunni community,”®” attempts to place them under state

authority had failed, and foreign interests like the European Union had largely ignored the

issue.%08

The imbalance between Hizbullah’s willingness to prepare and the Hariris’ failure to do so
would have made any national confrontation serious, too. There was an unmistakeable a
power imbalance between Lebanon’s seemingly equal national blocs, putting the March 14
government at risk. Hizbullah had established itself as the dominant actor despite being out
of government, with political leadership in its own confessional block, an armed apparatus
that could coerce its national rivals, and no alternative centres of power that might have

balanced it.%% Ignoring the ethics and legality of the issue, Hizbullah had prepared for a fight
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thing by building the foundations of a coup-proof state, and if the Hariris wanted to shape
the fallout of the January collapse then they should have done the same thing.?1° But in an
international context where the Sunni establishment lacked credible foreign support, that
left the March 14 government one remaining asset—the political fiction that its political
legitimacy mattered. But without foreign support or an armed capacity that could confront
challengers, that fiction would fail once Hizbullah decided to operate according to the

political realities of material power.9!!

While Lebanon would avoid a national confrontation, Saad Hariri lacked the foreign support
or domestic resources necessary to stop Hizbullah from destroying his remaining sources of
political influence and forcing the Sunni establishment out of national power. Unlike in 2005
or 2008, the Lebanese public would not help. The resignations of January 12 reflected an
elite political disagreement that played out via the state’s legitimate mechanisms, and
lacked a repressive or threatening quality that could provoke the same public mobilisation as
past crises.’’? And in the following days, Hariri faced further domestic pressure as the pro-
Hizbullah Al-Jadeed channel broadcast recordings that supported allegations of March 14
interference in the STL,%!3 strengthening the national political case against him. His last
traces of international support disappeared, too, as Turkish and Qatari officials stopped their
last-minute efforts to stabilise Lebanon as it worked through its political problems,®'* and Al-
Jadeed offered further revelations that Hariri had spoken ill of a senior Saudi prince,

Muhammad bin Nayef, which alienated Riyadh.?'> Hariri still thought it was worth declaring
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his candidacy for the Prime Ministership again,®!® but none of that was going to be enough
to save his national office. A crucial parliamentary ally, Walid Jumblatt, was no longer
interested in supporting Hariri’s leadership, and turned to March 8’s preferred candidate of
Najib Migati. And while the ensuing protests from Future Movement supporters showed
that the Sunni establishment still had a base, there was no leverage left in the necessary

areas that could save the March 14 government.!’

The March 14 government’s collapse would not let Hizbullah reshape Lebanon’s national
political order, but March 8 had dislodged the Sunni establishment from power in it.
Hizbullah lacked the incentive or means to upend the Lebanese system, and Miqati’s
designation was a major national shift rather than a political restructuring. And the Party’s
campaign against the STL would stall because its allegations of foreign interference were
partly valid. Despite needing Lebanese cooperation, funding and procedural arrangements
made the court a partly-international enterprise that was likely to survive whether Hizbullah
liked it or not.’!® Instead, Migati’s designation showed that while figures like Jumblatt were
wary of Hizbullah and shared a pro-independence outlook, they feared disorder more and

had protected the system from a national confrontation.*°

There would be further repercussions in the Sunni confessional order. For the Sunni
community, things were serious. The establishment’s political failure as March 14 would
destroy its “symbolic value” among Lebanon’s Sunnis and create space for alternate sources

of political representation in Sunnt politics. Moreover, it had lost the levers of state power
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that had helped manage confessional competitors and problems.®?° Saad Hariri would still
have limited status as caretaker Prime Minister until Miqgati officially confirmed his cabinet,
and in coming months Hariri would defend his premiership as a state building effort and
offer reaffirmations of commitment to his father’s project. But his indirect references to
Saudi patronage raised questions of how much of his attention would actually be committed
to the Lebanese context where shaykhs like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafit operated, while his
qguestionable assertions of a strong national position made the extent of his remaining
influence unclear.’?! Hizbullah had ejected the Sunni establishment from power in a national
shock, but the issue was still not totally resolved and Saad Hariri’s vague remarks suggested

that there would be further developments before it finally came to a resolution.

The Limits & Consequences of 2011’s Collapse

Even if circumstances preserved the Future Movement’s confessional dominance, the
looming government posed Saad Hariri with a dilemma that he could not manage without
leaving a representation gap in Sunni politics. At first it may have seemed like the problems
were going to fix themselves, as Najib Migati started cabinet negotiations towards the end
of January and other confessional leaders’ survival instincts stopped Hizbullah from
restructuring political power in Lebanon. But Miqgati’s opening proposal to President
Suleiman sent a clear signal: Hariri was politically out despite his caretaker premiership, and
shifts were coming that favoured March 8 and Hizbullah at the Sunni establishment’s
expense. There were valid concerns about the implications for wider Lebanon—Miqati’s
Prime Ministership had Hizbullah support, and his proposed cabinet would increase March

8’s influence over the Lebanese state.9?? But Migati was not the secret figurehead for a
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Hizbullah takeover. For one, he was a billionaire from Tripoli with his own wealth rather than
the Party’s patronage, and was a compromise pick that helped March 14’s former partners
like Jumblatt manage national tensions and prevent unrestricted competition.®?* And
Hizbullah’s preferred candidate, Omar Karami, had discounted himself from the job on the
stated grounds of being old and unwell.’?* Yet none of that would comfort the Hariris.
Lebanon’s national elites had chosen stability over chaos and Hizbullah could not build a new
order beneath itself, but the Sunni community’s nominal leaders still had to grapple with the

national problem of losing office and the unknown implications for their confessional power.

The situation was still not catastrophic, and the Hariris’ confessional control would stay
intact. That did not change the fact that the process leading to a new government was bad
for the establishment from every angle—Hizbullah had weakened Hariri’s standing by
positioning Migati as an alternate centre of Sunni power, distanced March 14 from domestic
allies like Walid Jumblatt, and undermined the Future Movement’s ties to foreign patrons
like the Saudi government.92> But none of that was enough to turn the Hariris into
insignificant and marginal players in Sunni politics. Even if Hizbullah had gained total control
over the state, the combination of flawed institutions, inability to impose security, and
dysfunctional bureaucracy made Lebanon’s government an unsuitable vehicle by which to
assert total control over national competitors or Lebanese Sunni society.®?® And it would

generally help that the Hariris were not as exposed to repression as marginal actors like the
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Salafi movement, while their supporters’ protests in Tripoli showed that their confessional

influence would not die with their loss of national office.??”

But several problems had emerged, one of which was that Najib Miqati’s forthcoming
premiership would damage the Future Movement’s credibility with the Sunni public. Losing
the prime ministership had undermined its confessional legitimacy as Lebanese Sunnis’
default representatives. Being Prime Minister was not an entirely new concept for Miqati
and he had held the job before, serving as an interim officeholder while the rest of
Lebanon’s political class competed for power in 2005’s elections. But the office had generally
gone to the Future Movement as the dominant force in Sunni politics,?® and Saad Hariri had
relied on March 14’s political fortunes to build confessional credibility as the Sunni
community’s leader.?° That had obviously never pleased everyone—Fathi Yakan’s story, for
example, was a warning that Sunni notables could still be persuaded or coerced into aligning
with March 8 and the Syrian regime. And Hariri’s national policymaking power would always
have been limited, no matter what he did. But his refusal to have any part in the new
government showed that he understood why losing the premiership was an inherent
problem: he had lost influence over the state, and the title that proved his ability to

represent the Sunni public and its interests.9°

A second problem for the establishment was that losing national office threatened the
patronage networks that had helped Saad Hariri lock down his confessional power in the

face of threats from below. Public speculation was growing about the loyalty and role of
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marginal Sunni actors, ranging from political figures with March 14 roots like Mustafa
Alloush, Salafis with March 14 leanings like ash-Shahal, and influential Sunni figures like
Yakan or HTI’s Bilal Sha‘ban who had long inclined towards March 8.93! And while losing
state power would make it more difficult for the establishment to manipulate minor players’
opportunities and constraints, it was only one part of the problem. The other mechanism—a
web of patronage networks—was also coming under strain. 932 Those networks were already
unaffordable, and the family could only sell so many assets like its Oger Telecom business to
pay for them.933 But there was also a serious question of how to pay for them after losing
office, when international donors like the Saudi government had expected the Hariris to

deliver political influence in Lebanon in return for the support.®3

Thirdly, those overlapping international and domestic challenges would pose a dilemma that
was difficult for the Hariris” Sunni establishment to solve. In Lebanon itself, losing national
power had weakened the political legitimacy that normalised the Sunni establishment’s

935 and without state tools of facilitation and repression there were

confessional dominance,
questions of what mechanisms were left that could exclude or integrate potential

challengers.®*® Qutside Lebanon, the partners who could support alternative mechanisms
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could not be taken for granted. As anyone who has had to choose between their political
dynasty and their business empire would know, the resulting situation was not disastrous,
but it was sensitive. Even if the Sunni establishment did not face a binary choice, it had to
think carefully about how to budget its time and energy between its pursuing its ideal
interests in Lebanese Sunni society, and securing the foreign partnerships that were crucial

to funding the system that it controlled.®®’

And fourth, there was a question of if or when at least two potential competitors for Sunni
confessional power—the ISF’s Major-General Ashraf Rifi and Lebanon’s Prime Minister-
designate Najib Migati—were going to become a problem for the establishment. Both men
were from Tripoli, like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘l. Migati was a Trabelsi native, whose relations
with the city’s local interests had been helped by his support of Islamic and other social
institutions, and a positive independent reputation among the national interests that
intersected the city.?3® And Rifi was another Trabelsi with history as an informal political
figurehead for March 14 despite his supposed neutrality, to the point of even appearing on
posters alongside Rafiq and Saad Hariri.>*° Nationally, his cooperation with the Sunni
establishment before 2011 was an established grievance for the March 8 bloc that had just

seized power,?4°

even if his official role and pretence of neutrality survived the 2011
collapse.®® And in Sunni politics Future Movement officials recognised his talent for
sympathetically handling Tripoli’s local matters as personal ones, and that it gave him a

strong local reputation that distinguished him from the Hariris’ “general standpoint.”9*? As a
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result, the establishment had a problem: if Rifi used his reputation to mobilise a political
base or Miqgati started offering or withholding resources to potential partners,3 then either
of them could undermine a Future Movement that had been increasingly disengaged from
Tripoli since 2009.%** For some actors that would not be such a bad thing—elite division by
nature could create new opportunities for marginal players like the Salafis. But after the
January collapse it meant that for the Hariris, the worst-case scenario was a situation that
forced them to make a difficult choice between confronting domestic challengers to their

power or maintaining the relationships that were necessary to actually do that.>*®

Fortunately, circumstances spared Saad Hariri from that last problem, allowing him to retain
leadership by default and take a leave of absence from Lebanon. Neither Rifi nor Miqati
would emerge as new centres of confessional power or challengers to the Sunni
establishment in 2011. The former had never been fully integrated and subordinate to the
Hariris in Sunni politics whilst in his official role,**® and if anything, his avoidance of overt
partisanship had given March 8 and Hizbullah more space.*’” And the latter had taken Saad
Hariri’s old office anyway. In a more measured reading of things, the situation was simple
and manageable: there were limits to what the Hariris could lose, while those two men had
positions that limited how much they could take from the Sunni establishment. So long as
Rifi was stuck in his ISF directorship and Miqati needed to maintain a compromising image as
Prime Minister, neither were likely to become polarised from the establishment and divide
Sunnt power.?*® Between that lack of a clear confessional threat, the obvious attacks on his
national position, and a lack of clarity about how far March 8 would go to get rid of him,

Saad Hariri would therefore be content to mostly remain overseas for the rest of 2011.94°
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And that would be a prolonged absence—the earnest speculation about his return would
only pick up in late 2012.9°° Even if it was hard to argue that he had earned a break, Saad
Hariri could at least be sure that the Sunni political landscape was going to remain intact and

nobody would usurp his position while he was away.

Between the limited impacts of the January collapse and Saad Hariri’s absence, the
authoritarian overall structure of Sunni power would survive but there would be a
representation gap for actors like the Salafi movement to fill. Hariri was making a political
bet that there would not be a mobilisation of Sunni society that required him and the Future
Movement to be in Lebanon as the community’s representative. If that did happen then
there would be space for marginal actors like the Salafis, whose place between the Sunni
public and the centres of power allowed them to give voice to public interests and anger in
the establishment’s stead. Their potential would still have limits—the Sunni public could not
choose alternate leadership without alternatives or democratic institutions, while marginal
actors were unlikely to be serious competitors without a source of patronage, especially
when Saad Hariri’s attention was elsewhere and alternate partners like Migati and Rifi
lacked clear reason to co-opt marginal actors in a confessional competition.®>! But even if
that prevented a change of political leadership, there was a risk that the limited shifts
following 2011’s collapse could have damaging second-order consequences. A lack of
alternatives meant that any external shock would lend credibility to actors that remained in
Lebanon with a more belligerent sectarian message like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘1.9°2 And if
there was another emergency that triggered a wave of mobilisation in wider society like the
May 2008 Crisis had,?>3 then those other actors had space to position themselves as

alternative representatives of the Sunni public.
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The Syrian Uprising & Vertical Polarisation

Circumstances would turn January’s collapse and the resulting space for alternate
representation in Sunni politics into a problem, as sectarian currents surrounding 2011’s
Arab Uprisings and Syria’s Crisis diffused into Lebanon. That would not trigger another
Lebanese Civil War, but it would polarise the Sunni community from the Sunn elite and
position actors like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘i as new representatives of the public. And it was
going to be a distinctly Lebanese issue that evolved within the country’s local political and
social structures, notwithstanding the Arab Uprisings’ regional nature. While governments in
Tunisia and Egypt had collapsed and the political order in Saudi Arabia and Gulf States were
coming under strain,®>* the early local protests were mostly against the Lebanese
confessional system.%>® But as the unrest in Syria escalated from limited protests in March to
an uprising that threatened the entire Assad regime,®>® confessional elites faced a growing
threat of social instability that threatened the Lebanese system if left unchecked. And as the
Future Movement and Hizbullah signalled their investment in the Uprising’s outcome and
Damascus signalled its own concerns about Lebanese intervention in it,®*’ it became clear
that while it was an objectively transnational problem, views on how to manage it were
going to depend on where actors sat in their local context.®>® Even if Lebanon’s political
system would avoid the dramatic fates of its Tunisian and Egyptian counterparts,®® there

would still be impacts that mirrored its own local structures of national and confessional
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politics.”®® And for the Lebanese public and marginal actors like the Salafi movement by
extension, it was a social shock that would entangle them in regional waves of unrest, and

alienate them from the political class.®®?

No part of the Lebanese political landscape was safe from escalating tensions in Syria, and by
the middle of 2011 the centres of Sunni power found themselves in their own wider
landscape of national and international competition. Syria’s Crisis was not going to
transform the system in which Lebanon’s elites operated, but it was still going to become a
partisan issue and a point of national competition. To some extent that would reflect
Lebanon itself. Rather than declaring neutrality, confessional leaders were positioned in
ways that mirrored the country’s pro-independence and pro-Syrian currents—the Syrian
opposition’s international backers aligned with Lebanese partners in March 14 and the
Syrian regime’s partners alighed themselves with Hizbullah.®®? But that alignment had not
been entirely by choice for Lebanon’s political class. Iran’s government had entered the war
as Damascus’s patron, the Saudi government took a leading role in backing the opposition,
and Qatari and Turkish leaders seized an opportunity for greater regional influence amidst
the Arab Uprisings and initially worked with Riyadh. For a class of Lebanese leaders that
depended on and competed for foreign support, staying clear of those regional currents was

unrealistic, and entanglement in Syria’s Crisis was virtually inevitable.%®3

The problems would be slightly different for Lebanon’s wider Sunni community, where the
more pressing issue would be social rather than political. Sectarian tensions were diffusing
into Lebanese society by the middle of 2011, aided by a mix of pressures from abroad.

Damascus’ appeals to confessional animosity and attempts to implicate the Future

%0 Tarrow, McAdam, and Tilly, The New Transnational Activism, 64.

%1 Marc Lynch, "Introduction," in The Arab Uprisings Explained: New Contentious Politics in the
Middle East, ed. Marc Lynch (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 3-4.

%2 Christopher Phillips, "Eyes Bigger than Stomachs: Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Qatar in Syria," Middle
East Policy 24, no. 1 (2017): 37-39; Curtis Ryan, "Inter-Arab Relations and the Regional System," in
The Arab Uprisings Explained: New Contentious Politics in the Middle East, ed. Marc Lynch (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2014), 115-18.

%3 Tamirace Fakhoury, "Do Power-Sharing Systems Behave Differently amid Regional Uprisings?
Lebanon in the Arab Protest Wave," Middle East Journal 68, no. 4 (2014): 517.

198



94 and some Sunni regional

Movement in Syria’s sectarian violence proved toxic,
governments’ use of sectarian narratives about Tehran-backed regional Shi‘l plots would not
help the situation.?®> As those narratives of social unease continually deepened Lebanon and
especially Tripoli’s own longstanding social tensions,’®® the pressure could only build. And by
the time of June’s new violence between Sunnis in Bab al-Tabbaneh and ‘Alawis in Jabel
Mohsen,?®” an environment had emerged in which sectarian Sunnf actors like the Salafi
movement had an obvious place.®®® Tripoli’s Salafis like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘t would
recognise that, repeating claims that the violence was an Assad-Hizbullah plot.%®° But they
were not centrally responsible for it. Rather, a self-reinforcing cycle of tension in Sunni
society was deepening, and the shaykhs had a partial role in normalising it by framing

tangible events as part of a wider pattern that included other actors and forces in Lebanon

itself.%7°

%4 Line Khatib, "Syria, Saudi Arabia, the U.A.E. and Qatar: the ‘Sectarianization’ of the Syrian Conflict
and Undermining of Democratization in the Region," British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 46, no.
3(2019/05/27 2019): 392-93; Dunya al-Watan, "Sariya: “I‘tarafat Irhabt” Tuttahim al-HarirT bi Tamwil
Hajamat," Dunya al-Watan (24/09/2011 2011).
https://www.alwatanvoice.com/arabic/news/2011/09/24/193183.html.

%5 Wehrey, Sectarian Politics in the Gulf, 214.

%6 \Wehrey, Sectarian Politics in the Gulf, 215-16.

%7 Agencies, "Lubnan: 6 Qutila fi Ishtabakat Tarabulus," Arab48 (18/06/2011 2011).
https://www.arab48.com/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-
%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%A9-
%D9%88%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%A9/%D8%A3%D8WAE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1--
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D8%B7%D9%86-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%8A/2011/06/18/%D9%84%D8%A8%D9%86%D8%A
7%D9%86-6-%D9%82%D8%AA%D9%84%D9%89-%D9%81%D9%8A-
%D8%A7%D8%B4%D8%AA%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%83%D8%A7%D8%AA-
%D8%B7%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%84%D8%B3.

%8 al-Anba, "ash-Shahal: Lubnaniyan Sharikd fi Qama® al-Muhtajin bi Striya wa Ba‘aduhum ‘Adi
Amwatan," al-Anba (05/24/2011 2011). https://www.alanba.com.kw/ar/arabic-international-
news/lebanon-news/198535/24-05-2011-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B4%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%84-
%D9%84%D8%A8%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D9%88%D9%86-
%D8%B4%D8%A7%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%88%D8%A7-%D9%82%D9%85%D8%B9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%AA%D8%AC%DI%8A%D9%86-
%D8%A8%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-
%D9%88%D8%A8%D8%B9%D8%B6%D9%87%D9%85-%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%AF%D9%88%D8%A7-
%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%AA%DE%AT7/.

%9 Bint Jbeil BJ, "Isra’Tl: Sawarikh al-Asad Satasqut bi-Yad Hizb Allah," Bint Jbeil (27/06/2011 2011).
https://archive.bintjbeil.org/article/44706.

97% Tarrow, McAdam, and Tilly, The New Transnational Activism, 61-62, 80.

199



Those tensions over Syria would remain mostly contained in 2011 and 2012, as the actors
who shaped the Lebanese system acknowledged the problems and made some attempts to
manage them. After finally assuming the Prime Ministership in June, Najib Migati managed
to stop confessional leaders from turning Syria’s crisis into an unrestricted national
competition. His confirmation was a positive step for the office and its prerogative. Before
then, Hariri’s caretaker premiership had enjoyed only limited power and Migati faced
pressure to compromise on nearly everything as Prime Minister-designate. And once in
office he would make some progress on Syria, with a state policy of “dissociation” that saw
Lebanon abstain from the relevant United Nations votes, and a political agreement of
“delimitation” that got March 14 and March 8 to accept limits on their support for the
regime or opposition.’’* And most importantly, it eased the anxieties of national figures who
were understandably worried about Syria’s implications for their communities at a time
when the direction of the Crisis was still uncertain—the Maronite Patriarch Bechara Rai, for
example, had raised concerns about the implications of a mostly-Sunni uprising for

Lebanon’s Christians.?’?

But Migati’s national efforts were a temporary solution that would not fix any of the
worsening problems in national or confessional politics. His solution required him to corral a
Lebanese political class that was not going to be complicit in a national solution, particularly
not the kind that stopped them from creating opportunities or easing the constraints on
their confessional communities. The Future Movement and Hizbullah still publicly indulged
Migati’s approach, of course. But there would be little hiding their own national competition

or support for partners’ efforts by late 2011, as the Hariris faced accusations of March 14
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973 and Syrian defectors were alleging

involvement with weapons smuggling into Syria,
Hizbullah’s participation in the war.>’* And that was to say nothing of the fact that Migati’s
arrangements only made things worse in Sunni society and particularly Tripoli. There, Salafi
shaykhs like ash-Shahal, ar-Rafi‘l, and Zakaria al-Masri framed his compromises as
concessions to Hizbullah and the Iranian government’s project of a “Persian Empire” that
was working to oppress Sunnis in Syria.%’> Even if Migati’s national efforts had saved the

system for a little while longer, tensions were mounting and it was hard to see how they

would ease.

In hindsight, the central problem would be that Miqati’s national arrangements reinforced
elite-public polarisation in Sunnt confessional politics and a subsequent demand for
alternate Sunni representation. The problem was not that Lebanon’s confessional leaders
were secretive about their attitudes towards Syria. By August, March 14 leaders generally
supported the opposition, and Hizbullah’s Secretary-General Nasrallah openly backed the
regime and framed its position as a defence of Lebanon’s international one. But neither
spoke openly about direct involvement,®’® and their public views about what was to be done
were not as distinct as the Hariris needed them to be. Hizbullah’s political branch chief,
Ibrahim al-Sayyid, articulated March 8’s view when speaking from Tripoli in July: Damascus
would deliver necessary reforms, help Syrians and Lebanon resist American and Israeli

regional plots, and support a revolution in Lebanon and Palestine rather than Syria.”’” Saad
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Hariri struggled to distinguish the Future Movement’s vision from that—he had not clearly
signalled solidarity with the Uprising for months, and in July finally denounced the regime’s
failure to deliver reforms when protests erupted, but publicly refused to interfere in Syria’s
affairs.9’8 Admitting that the problem existed was a good first step, but refusing to publicly
embrace a more drastic solution put him dangerously close to Migati and March 8.9° And it
was in stark contrast with Tripoli’s Salafi shaykhs like al-Masri who were participating in
solidarity marches for Sunnis in Syria, while ash-Shahal warned crowds of another Bosnia,

Chechnya, or Iraq,®°

and there was an obvious gap between a public that wanted the
shaykhs’ brand of overt support and the Hariris’ cautious tone. Just beneath it all, there was
an implicit but unmistakeable warning: the Sunni public was becoming polarised from the

establishment.?8!

Saad Hariri’s political distance from Lebanon after the January collapse would see that
polarisation go unchecked. While the Future Movement could have co-opted or at least
contained the growing sectarian tensions in Sunni society by the end of 2011, Hariri found
other things to do. In his defence, it was possible that he and the Future Movement’s
national leaders had not understood the sentiments diffusing into Lebanon and their
impacts.®®? If considered from a national perspective, the calls for the Migati government to
bring stability—particularly joint ones from sectarian actors like ar-Rafi‘r and other Salafis
alongside local politicians—could have suggested that local actors would stabilise things on
their own even as violence continued.?® But by year’s end there was no reason not to know.
Even international actors could see deepening sectarian tensions immediately across the

border, and with violence continuing to spill over into Lebanon, Syria’s crisis was becoming a
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crisis for Lebanon as well.%8* That made the establishment’s apparent withdrawal from
domestic leadership a problem. Saad Hariri was still engaged, but his response to Syria
centred round foreign relationships that did more for his national leadership than the
community’s immediate circumstances—he spent “id al-Fitr in Riyadh, for example, where
he called or spoke with senior Saudi, Qatari, and Turkish officials.?®> That appearance of
inattention would be unhelpful, deepening the polarising impacts on Sunni society. And as
conditions across the border worsened and pitted an overwhelmingly-Sunni opposition
against the state, a sectarian sense of Sunni identity would take precedent,?®® superseding
any of the notions of civil identity that made the Future Movement’s leadership over

Lebanon’s Sunni community seem natural.®®’

Even if the Future Movement remained the key centre of power in Sunni politics, marginal
actors like ash-Shahal, ar-Rafi‘l, and others were becoming better representatives of the
Sunni community’s mood and Lebanon’s confessional tensions. Ash-Shahal’s association of
the Assad regime with Shi‘ “rejectionists who fight against God” were blunt, but also in
touch with the worsening sectarian animosity that Syria’s crisis had helped inspire.9® And
while the televised fistfights over Syria by more marginal Future Movement figures like
Mustafa Alloush were not battlefield victories in the literal sense, they captured public anger
better than the Sunni establishment’s public alignment with Migati’s neutral policies.”® That
would not see the Salafi movement or actors like Alloush emerge as new leaders from within
society, and experience from the public mobilisation of 2008 suggested that the Salafis could

help lend a structure to public mobilisation without driving it.%°° But the national shock of
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the January collapse and the confessional shock of Saad Hariri’s apparent withdrawal from
domestic leadership had left a gap for alternative representation, and suggested that public
intervention from above would be limited. And as the social shock of Syria took root and
polarised the Sunnt community from the establishment that ostensibly led it, there was no
longer just space but demand for the sense of political identity that actors like Tripoli’s Salafi
shaykhs offered. The overall structure of their context had not changed, but Syria had
created pressure for the shaykhs to assume a role as alternate representatives of Lebanon’s
Sunni community,®®! just as the January collapse created space for them to play it with an

unprecedented degree of independence.

Salafi Independence & Its Limits

Yet even if Tripoli’s Salafi shaykhs like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘t had more agency after the
January collapse, they would not use it to reshape their place in national politics. Half of
their role was political advocacy for the Sunni community: they articulated a sense of
transnational political identity that responded to the regional context and a sectarian
vocabulary that mirrored their religious roots. But that advocacy lacked impact unless
another actor appropriated it. And the other half of their role—Salim ar-Rafi‘r and others’
religious activism—had similar limits. That activism was impactful but lacked reach outside
of narrow religious settings where politics was a contest of ideas between interested
experts. As a result, the shaykhs’ immediate context would evolve around them as Tripoli’s
fighting continued into 2012, and as marginal actors their agency would not shape it. If
anything, the ways in which their local context evolved despite the establishment’s apparent
disengagement begged questions of whether Salafis’ visible orientation towards political
authority was only a matter of appearance, and papered over the more subtle ways in which

the centres of power shaped their role in politics.

Far-Reaching Advocacy, Limited Impact
Figures like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘l stood out as advocates for the Sunni community amidst
worsening tensions over Syria, with a narrative of political identity that responded to the

wider regional environment but lacked significant impact without support from other actors.
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It had never been a foregone conclusion that Lebanese actors could not shape the course of
regional developments, and there was no question that more capable Lebanese players like
the Sunni establishment could influence events across the border by late 2011. The Future
Movement was moving weapons to the Syrian opposition via Turkey with Ankara’s
cooperation, alongside that of Saudi and Qatari authorities. But the shaykhs would not be
partners to those establishment efforts even if the Hariris still valued their domestic
relationships—when the Salafis had no indispensable role to play across the Syrian border,
there was no reason to create facilitating opportunities for them or impose new constraints.
The problem was not the message that the shaykhs projected. There were widespread
perceptions that Migati had enabled Hizbullah and needed to resign,®*? while the Salafis
themselves were close to Future Movement MPs who condemned Syria’s regime, the Migati
government’s compromising response to the Uprising, and Miqati’s apparently weak support
of the STL.?%3 And the Salafis’ networks still had potential value. They could help mobilise
people or materiel thanks to the Shahals’ history as a Trabelsi institution and the foreign
partners like the Qatari Shaykh ‘Id Charity Foundation that had helped Salafis like ar-Rafi,
Zakaria al-Masri, and others build foundations for social work.®®* But the shaykhs would not

be part of the networks through which Lebanon’s major Sunni players worked in Syria.

The Salafis’ exclusion was understandable. The polarisation between elites’ and wider
society’s priorities had become a standout problem, and shaped the Hariris’ taste in
partners. For its part, the Sunni establishment preferred mainstream figures like the
Lebanese ISF’s intelligence chief Wisam al-Hassan and intermediaries like Hommud. Actors
like the Salafi movement, on the other hand, had a more radical or sectarian background
that could take the Hariris’ networks in the wrong direction.®® The same Sunni anxieties

about Damascus and Hizbullah that made the Salafis’ rhetoric publicly resonant could still
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help Saad Hariri retain confessional leadership by default,%° but the shaykhs who spoke to
those anxieties in a more direct way were not going to be much use in his networks and their

transnational activities.

Being stuck outside of the Sunni establishment’s networks would not confine the shaykhs’
attention to Lebanon, and by early 2012 it was clear that their narrative responded to the
wider transnational context. As Salafis like Zakaria al-Masri and others led marches in Tripoli,
their message was centrally one of politicised collective identity, but the problems that their
narrative addressed—and the sources of a potential solution—existed abroad. Besides
criticisms of the Lebanese state, they called the Arab League and United Nations to act in

97 while denouncing the regime alongside Irag’s Shi‘t Dawa Party, the Iranian

Syria,
government, and Hizbullah,%® and framing warnings about jihadri militancy as a sectarian
pretext for a crackdown on Syria’s mostly-Sunni public.®%® That was a message with a
transnational scope and audience—it mirrored the anxieties of Saudi, Qatari, Egyptian, and

other regional government officials about Damascus’ crackdown, the interest in supporting
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the opposition, and perceptions of broad links from Iran to Lebanon. None of that meant
that the shaykhs operated on the same level or for the same ends, and their focus on the
Sunnt community differed from those other actors’ concerns about the international balance
of power between Sunni regional states, Iran, and Syria.%% At the same time, though, it
showed that even if they were marginal figures with a largely representative role in
Lebanon’s national context, their rhetoric in that capacity extended far beyond their local

setting and into places like Syria where they could not directly assert themselves.100?

The far-reaching focus of the shaykhs’ rhetoric did not mean that they could talk about
absolutely anything, and they still had to ground their message in the realities of the
Lebanese Sunnt public’s circumstances and anxieties. Their message had a long reach, but
needed a political vocabulary based on more than just the fundamentals of Najdi Salafism if
it was to define social identity and change in compelling terms. The shaykhs’ core focus on
the Sunni public distinguished them from regional governments, whose focus was on
geopolitical standing and the preservation of domestic stability.19? Regardless of how much
ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T cared about that regional balance, their stated concerns centred
more on the prospect that Damascus might export violence to Lebanon, and that the Miqgati
government might not protect the country’s Sunnis.1%3 And they framed their message and
themselves in derivative terms that aligned the Salafi movement with Sunni society more

than the Najdri tradition’s fundamentals, drawing on the symbolism and sectarian sentiments
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of Lebanon’s history and Syria’s Uprising. Speaking in Beirut on the anniversary of the May
2008 Crisis, for example, ash-Shahal would address the crowd from beneath a Syrian flag
with the older three-starred design favoured by the Syrian opposition. Instead of lecturing
his audience on the importance of proper belief and avoiding disbelief, he reminded them of
the threat that Lebanon’s Sunnis had faced in 2008—and of how the Salafi movement had

stood with them.1004

The connection to local context was essential if the shaykhs wanted to have a role outside
the Sunni establishment’s immediate auspices and position themselves as representatives of
public mobilisation. In part, it reflected their place as local representatives of the Sunni
community in Lebanon, and the independent decision-making that went into it. Even if their
narratives of politicised collective Sunnrt identity drew on far-reaching, transnational
grievances,!%> they needed to frame the issue and their place in it appropriately to present
themselves as natural representatives of the community.1%% And the diagnosis of problems
and attempts to motivate action would speak to their role as advocates in that
representative capacity, not just figures who had co-opted wider public mobilisation.%” But
that invited a separate question: could the shaykhs convincingly position themselves as
representatives of mobilisation further afield in Syria, or only in the narrower confines of the

local Lebanese context where they had more tangible roots?

There was no question that the shaykhs wanted their advocacy to shape events. As imams of
their mosques, they would have some natural influence in the community and by 2012 had

used their Friday sermons to justify dramatic change in Syria. Ar-Rafi’'s sermons labelled the
Assad government as the “criminal regime” and Hizbullah as its accomplice in crimes against

1008

the country’s Sunnis,*°°® while ash-Shahal’s denounced the regime generally and demanded
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revenge.1% There was little doubt about what solution Tripoli’s Salafi movement proposed,
given its own rallies with the refrain of yalla arhal ya Bashar—*“resign, Bashar”—in solidarity

with the Syrian opposition.1° They wanted the regime to fall.19%!

But the Salafis were not going to affect change in Syria on their own, and their calls for
outside intervention were tacit signs that they recognised their limits. The tension between
ash-Shahal’s calls for action and his reassurances that the Salafis would not send weapons in
2011 was telling—there were either material limitations or political sensitivities that made
such a course unrealistic or inadvisable.'°2 And even as Salim ar-Rafi‘T gained a reputation
for being enmeshed in Tripoli’s growing militia landscape by 2012, the nature and extent of
his support for Syrian groups was uncertain.'°?® There was less uncertainty in their advocacy
that they projected abroad. As ash-Shahal called for help from the Gulf States and Saudi
Arabia, and announced “a campaign...for our brothers in Syria,”1°* appealing not just for
humanitarian aid but also fighters and weapons alongside other Trabelsi shaykhs like al-
Masri.201> What was uncertain, though, was whether that advocacy shaped behaviour in

Saudi Arabia, the Gulf, or Syria.
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Given the limited space for actors like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘Tin the Syrian activist networks
that were forming, it would be difficult for them to independently influence events outside
Lebanon. Their marginality as religious figures was not necessarily going to shut them out.
Mainstream Syrian scholars had started working in Turkey by the middle of 2011 with
refugees and activists. But those other figures’ experience highlighted the limits of religious
influence on events in Syria, taking a largely discursive role and limited resources or

1016 many of whom preferred to work with more

influence in the wider landscape of activists,
secularly-inclined revolutionary leaders and started forming coordinating bodies like the
Syrian National Council.1Y” That reflected a general problem: those other political partners
had the political authority and material resources which made transnational influence
possible, and would mediate the impacts of marginal actors like Syria or Lebanon’s religious
scholars.1%1® And for Tripoli's Salafi shaykhs like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T there was another
significant problem. Many Syrian actors saw Salafis and their rhetoric as a liability that
validated the regime’s warnings about a sectarian war, and its attempts to paint the

opposition as a destabilising force of extremists.1°%° All told, it was difficult to see where the

shaykhs could or would fit into the emerging structures of activists who worked in Syria.

Those structural limitations would reinforce ash-Shahal and ar-RafiI’s marginality, and the
shaykhs’ far-reaching advocacy would have limited impacts in isolation and depended on the
interest of potential partners. The shaykhs could be talkative and opportunistic, but their
impact would depend on whether someone else cared to listen or create opportunities for
them. Both ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi1 could still speak relatively freely as representatives of

the Sunni community within Lebanon, with a narrative of politicised collective identity that
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responded to the community’s wider regional context. And they could appropriate political
symbolism in that regional context and attach themselves to public mobilisation in the local
Lebanese one. But they were going to have a hard time affecting events outside Lebanon,
unless other resource- and influence-rich actors believed that their priorities were aligned

and opened a supportive line of political credit.102°

It was therefore unsurprising that where the two Lebanese shaykhs were tied to events in
Syria, their role was limited and dependent on the interest of their partners. While figures
like Khaled Dhaher—a minor Future Movement figure with links to ash-Shahal—maintained
links to the shaykhs,%?! the resources and connections that allowed him to support armed
movements across the border depended on his ties to the Future Movement and its
interests more than religious similarities.'%22 And while the shaykhs were sympathetic to
jihadi detainees like Shadr al-Mawlawi who expressed a similar sense of identity and
motivations, Lebanese officials could not confirm a more direct connection.%?®* They would
have ties to events across the border via the Syrian Ahrar ash-Sham, whose leaders had
common Salafi roots and activist leanings.19* But Ahrdr ash-Sham’s leadership were as
opportunistic as their Lebanese counterparts and mobilised by partnering with varying

secular and religious groups. Like HTI in the eighties, its members would have diverse
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religious leanings,192°

and its foreign dependencies reflected an interest in securing a
sympathetic resource-rich partner—the Qatari Shaykh ‘Aid Charity Foundation—rather than
friendly friends like Tripoli’s shaykhs themselves.1%%6 Rather than giving Tripoli’s Salafi
shaykhs access into Syria, the relationship highlighted their general problem: their
transnational influence was mediated by other local actors who responded to other local
factors.10?’ Even if political advocacy gave Lebanese Salafis a kind of rhetorical reach outside
the Lebanese context, its impacts depended on the shaykhs’ place relative to those other

sources of political power.1928

Religious Activism, Limited Reach

The shaykhs’ religious activism—particularly ar-Rafi‘T's—was more independent and
impactful than their political advocacy, but it still lacked reach outside of narrow religious
spaces. More room for that activism had appeared thanks to a less obvious aftershock of the
January collapse: tensions in Lebanon’s official Sunni religious institution, Dar al-Fatwa, and
the ensuing religious leadership gap. That religious space was a long-established part of the
Lebanese Sunnt landscape but had enjoyed a more formal structure since the fifties, when
Dar al-Fatwa became the an official Sunni clerical body.1°?° The body was not totally
separate from the country’s political history—Beirut’s Sunni Muftis had gained national
standing by supporting early Lebanese leaders like Riad al-Solh.1%30 |ts Mufti in 2011,

Muhammad Rashid Qabani, had similarly been a Hariri client since the nineties.'°3! And as
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with Tripoli’s Salafis after 2005 that was an instrumental relationship, where Qabani

reinforced the Hariris’ confessional power as their accessory rather than a rival.1032

Dar al-Fatwa had problems and as in Lebanon’s national politics they reflected its leaders’
choices, but it was unusual because of the parallel world of religious politics that it
inhabited. Notwithstanding its national institutionalised character, it had never been totally
subordinate to the political establishment. But Qabani had become a distinct irritation by
exercising his own judgment in late 2011. To the chagrin of the Hariris and the Sunni
community he attempted to reposition himself under the new Miqgati government, met
Damascus’ ambassador shortly after Saad Hariri’s own speeches about Syria and STL
indictments, and visited Hizbullah’s home territory in South Lebanon while bypassing the
Hariris’ hometown of Sidon.1%33 Yet to a large extent, he and Dar al-Fatwa would be insulated
from immediate consequences. The institution’s foundation in religious networks left the

public no way to expel him,1034

and most electors choosing his replacement were religious
scholars rather than conventional politicians.1%% Like the Salafis, he occupied an alternative
world of religious politicking that was mostly safe from the realities of normal life. But that
was also a setting where actors like ash-Shahal, ar-Rafil, and others could resist the status
guo by promoting an alternative Najdi Salafi vision of Islam that placed them in recognisable

contention with the Sunni religious mainstream.3¢ Even if the Mufti was formally secure,

1032 Alatas, Applying Ibn Khaldiin, 35-36.

1033 3]-Rai, "Maktaba al-Ilami: Istigbalat as-Safir as-Stri wa “Hizb Allah” J&’a fi Itar Jawlatuhuma ‘ala
al-Marjatiyyat ar-Rahiya," al-Rai (03/09/2011 2011).
https://www.alraimedia.com/article/273105/%D8%AE%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%AC%DI%SA%DE%AT%
D8%AA/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D9%81%D8%AA%DI%SA-
%D9%82%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A-%D8%BI9%D9%84%D9%89-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D8%AF%D9%88%D8%AF-
%D9%88%D8%AA%DI%81%D8%A7%D8%BI%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-
%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%B2%D9%85%D8%AA%D9%87-%D9%85%D8%B9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A8%D9%84-%D9%81%D9I%8A-
%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AA-.

1034 Alexander Henley, Religious Authority and Sectarianism in Lebanon (Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, 2016), 17-19.

https://carnegieendowment.org/files/CP_295 Henley_Lebabon_Final.pdf.

1035 Raphaél Lefévre, "Lebanon's Dar al-Fatwa and the Search for Moderation," Carnegie Middle East
Center (05/01/2015 2015). https://carnegie-mec.org/2015/01/05/lebanon-s-dar-al-fatwa-and-
search-for-moderation-pub-57627.

1036 Jocelyn A. Hollander and Rachel L. Einwohner, "Conceptualizing Resistance," Sociological Forum
19, no. 4 (2004): 538-42; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, Dynamics of Contention, 5.

213



the religious context which insulated him from wider national politics would also make

normally-marginal players like the Salafis into a serious threat.

While the Hariris had left space for alternate political representation in Sunni confessional
politics, the weakening of Dar al-Fatwa and Qabant’s position created space for new religious
leadership. The central problem was that Qabani had alienated nearly everybody. His
manoeuvres irritated Future Movement MPs, who attacked his independence and boycotted
the “id prayers that he held.1%” He had enraged the Sunni public so much that in December
2013 his presence at a funeral was nearly sufficient to trigger a riot that required the
Lebanese Army’s intervention.1%3® And most importantly, he had created friction with the
other Sunni shaykhs that might challenge his authority. The Mufti was a prominent scholar,
making it unsurprising that he had some enemies who despised him for odd or even
fictitious reasons. But there would usually be at least some formal deference from scholars
like ash-Shahal of the Salafis, for example, who had at least acknowledged Dar al-Fatwa and
Qaban’s office while intimating a desire for a new body that mirrored his own politics.1%3° By
2012, though, that veneer of civility had worn thin, as Sunni religious leaders openly
questioned Qabant’s standing and some of them refused to even pray behind the man. Just
as the Future Movement’s manoeuvres after the January collapse left a representation gap
in Sunni confessional politics, that widening dissatisfaction was creating pressure for
someone or something to provide new leadership in Lebanon’s parallel universe of Sunni

religious politics.1040

That leadership vacuum would create opportunities in the narrower structures of Sunni
religious politics, but the Salafis would not be the ones that filled it. Notwithstanding the

new space, the shaykhs would struggle to position themselves as a new religious or political
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force. Established leaders and institutions no longer satisfied the wider community, and
Qaban'’s inability to make visible concessions would only make that leadership vacuum

seem more pronounced. But it was equally hard to ignore a lesson from the records of actors
like HTI in the twentieth century or ash-Shahal after 2005: those marginal players could not
mobilise the sort of resources needed to build new institutions on their own. Fortunately,
irritation with the Mufti was becoming endemic. Even more mainstream Sunni scholars felt
the same yearning for alternate religious leadership and would come together to build a new
entity that provided it.1%4! As a starting point for the Salafis that would not be the best. But if
they were willing to cooperate with the rest, then it was an opportunity to impose their
Najdi inclinations on their colleagues within a narrower discursive environment of religious
politics, and build a new social movement within the organisation that their mainstream

colleagues formed.1042

That new organisation would be Hay’at ‘Ulama al-Muslimin (HUM)—the Committee of
Muslim Scholars—and it was precisely the kind of opportunity that the Salafis could work
with: an isolated political environment where they and particularly Salim ar-Rafi‘t would be
politically competitive. HUM’s trajectory would go beyond 2011 and 2012, and testified to
ar-RafiU’s organisational talents. As concerns deepened about Qabant’s conduct, he and
other Sunni shaykhs like Hassan Katerji and Malik Jdeideh started facilitating discussions in
2011 about a new religious leadership body.1%* While they did not formally announce HUM
until May 2012, its founders’ initial calls just after that for a revitalisation of Sunni religious
institutions responded to Dar al-Fatwa’s shortcomings as a religious body. And politically, its
alignment with Lebanon’s Sunnt community and the Syrian Uprising signalled a recognition
of Qabant’s perceived abandonment of the Sunni community for March 8. But those
responses to the community’s wider problems would empower the Salafi movement less
than the organisation’s internal environment—a place where religious discourse itself
became politically competitive and the shaykhs represented an impactful political

subculture. It was not a Salafi entity that gave Tripoli’s shaykhs automatic leadership, and its
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membership of more than 300 Sunni Islamic leaders had varied political and religious
views.1%44 But the public reports of internal disagreements would indicate the efforts by
actors like Tripoli’s Salafi shaykhs to compete with and impose their views on their peers.104
While disputes over core values and behavioural expectations—despite the nominally-
similar religious roots—were normal for the shaykhs and adherents of Najdi Salafism more
generally, HUM represented an unusual environment where those discursive differences

was a more meaningful form of political competition.1046

The discursive nature of politics within religious entities like HUM allowed ar-Rafit and the
Salafis to exert activist pressures on their peers. HUM had emerged as an advocate for the
Sunni public interest, making demands for state efforts to strengthen the rule of law and
denunciations of Syrian interference in Lebanon.1%4” As members like Hassan Katerji and
Ahmad Kurdi tried to emphasise in 2012, it was not a partner of Lebanon’s elites or the
Future Movement’s March 14 bloc, and it would not align itself with a March 8 alliance that
had sided with Damascus. But their mixed positions on certain issues, like whether the
organisation was meant to replace Dar al-Fatwa,'%*® hinted at the organisation’s internal

disagreements. In 2012, public allegations that there had been a “diversion of jihadi duty
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from confronting the Jews to fighting on the side of the Assad regime,”1%4° had a similar tone
to the Friday sermons from Salafis like ash-Shahal, %% and by 2013 HUM'’s position was that
Dar al-Fatwa was weak and impotent.1%°! |t presented a united front, but those outward
signals hinted at the discursive internal politics of a divided religious organisation, in which
the members who represented a Najdi subculture had asserted control over the discourse
that defined HUM’s public orientation.1%°2 The 2014 departure of the mainstream Sunni
shaykh Malik Jdeideh confirmed that, as he condemned HUM'’s defence of jihadi movements
like Jabhat an-Nusra and “Islamic State.”193 And more specifically, he warned that Salafi
members wanted to use it not just to challenge Dar al-Fatwa’s religious leadership, but as a

new political vehicle.19%*

But even with the opportunities that HUM offered, the realities of resource mobilisation still
limited the Salafi shaykhs’ impacts as religious activists in Lebanon’s national politics. The
facts of wider political life stopped ar-Rafi‘T and his colleagues’ successes from extending far
beyond HUM'’s confines. The lack of any dramatic purge of disagreeable Sunni figures
reinforced the sense that Salafis’ were trying to shape HUM’s direction without driving away
the internal rivals who materially supported the organisation in the first place. While it was
possible to argue over the resources that other mainstream partners brought in, the Salafis
could not bring new resources from outside if those partners left and had to prioritise the

survival of the organisation.%> Just as importantly, HUM offered a safer institutional
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environment for the shaykhs to represent Sunni community interests outside the auspices of
Lebanon’s centres of power, like a state and Sunni establishment that members believed
had abandoned Tripoli’s Islamic movements. And it also sheltered them from perceived
threats like the Syrian government,1%® which members believed to be working against
them.1057 Jeopardising that was unwise, and while there would be public allegations that the
Salafis misused some other parties’ resources, the resources in question would be funds
from donors in the Gulf rather than their immediate partners who made HUM into a

survivable organisation that they could co-opt.10%%

In the wider structures of Lebanon’s politics, those resource limitations helped limit HUM’s
potential for contentious politics to the same weak advocacy that the shaykhs pursued on
their own. It would occupy the same place that they did in Lebanon’s national context,
operating as a religious actor between Sunni society and the state.'%>° And as an actor in that
national context its public statements would continue diagnosing the same transnational

1060 and calling for state intervention.1%®! The organisation would

threats to the Sunni public,
have a distinct national profile, thanks to its ongoing institutional contest with Dar al-Fatwa
for religious authority in which its sectarian politics distinguished it from mainstream

offerings.1%62 But the discursive religious world where that contest happened and the
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shaykhs could have an impact was narrow. Outside of it, their religious activism would not
help them or HUM exceed the limits of the Lebanese domestic context and their place as

representatives of the Sunni community in it.1063

Politics Evolves Around the Shaykhs, Not Under Them

Those limits on the shaykhs’ political advocacy and religious activism ensured their
continued marginality, and their role in Tripoli’s worsening violence reflected circumstances
that were evolving around them. 2011 had become a dangerous year for the Trabelsi Sunni
community—while the March 14 government had collapsed in January, by June the tensions
over Syria also wrecked the 2008 Sunni-‘Alawi reconciliation and the city saw its worst
fighting since the May Crisis of that year.1%* Lebanese leaders were understandably keen to
distance themselves from those clashes, with the Future Movement and the ADP denying

1085 and Najib Migati claiming that the timing was suspicious.'%® And the

responsibility,
denials would survive at least some scrutiny. It was not until late 2011 that Future
Movement partners in the state like the ISF’s Wisam al-Hassan,%¢” for example, started

working to support the Syrian opposition.1%8 And Migati’s stated suspicions were plausible
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when the fighting correlated with known transnational tensions,%%° while figures outside his
orbit in the Future Movement like Mustafa Alloush were making comparable claims of a
Syrian connection.197% But it was still impossible to accept or fully interpret those claims from
a Sunni political class that had worked with known facilitators like Hammad,*%’! or that the
violence was purely a bottom-up communal phenomenon when ash-Shahal’s trajectory had

indicated strong demobilising pressures from above.

The Salafis were not behind the clashes, even if there were questions about their role. Ash-
Shahal and ar-Rafi‘r had long viewed radical movements like Fatah al-Islam as potential
partners, but also had poor standing with some of the city’s more radical jihadr figures that
had openly endorsed violence.'°”2 And the conduct—if not the rhetoric—of other Sunni
shaykhs with similar political outlooks was not especially provocative in 2011 and 2012. The
most visible example in Lebanon’s national landscape, Sidon’s Ahmad al-Asir, had built a
similar following by speaking against Hizbullah,%’® and led comparable marches and highway
sit-ins like those in Tripoli in solidarity with Syria’s Uprising.1°74 But as with the establishment

there were still valid questions about the shaykhs’ conduct—why, for example, had violence
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erupted in June after Friday prayers and Salafi-led sit-ins?1%”> With a range of unresolved
issues and conflicting interests, there were leftover questions of what the shaykhs’ role

could be.

The shaykhs were at least loosely connected to the violence as it surged again in 2012. For
one, the fighting centred round Trabelsi areas where Salafis and Islamic activist movements
had history. Some fighters were from Bab al-Tabbaneh—the same place that had seen the
HTI massacres of the eighties in which some of Damascus’ partners had been involved. And
the most visible other party to the clashes had been among those partners—militias linked
to the ‘Alawi ADP from the mostly-‘Alawi Jabel Mohsen. More importantly, Tripoli’s Salafi
movements had involved themselves in the violence to some extent. Fighters associated
with the movements had visibly participated in the clashes around Bab al-Tabbaneh in early
May, necessitating the Lebanese Army’s intervention.%’® And as the violence kept going,

1077

shaykhs like ash-Shahal called the city’s youth to unite behind their city’s scholars,*’” while

fighters who spoke to the media offered similar condemnations of confessional leaders and

their failures to protect the community.1078

But the shaykhs were not originally responsible for Tripoli’s violence, or the resulting wave
of public mobilisation that they had attached themselves to. There were explanations for the
fighting besides Salafi influence, particularly the sectarian tensions that diffused into Tripoli
as the Syrian Uprising delivered one social shock after another. The shaykhs’ political
advocacy could have—in theory—inflamed those tensions by shaping the framing of the
issue and reinforcing hostile sectarian perception of outsiders like the ADP. And through
their religious activism, they could have appropriated outraged elements of the public and

directed the community’s collective action.'’® But those were also places where the Syrian
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Uprising was an especially sensitive issue, and by 2012 the sectarian sensitivities were driven
by a combination of the conflict itself and the regime’s exploitation of social minorities’
understandable sectarian anxieties.! That link to events in Syria would become clearer by
February as the Syrian regime’s offensive in Homs became a source of global concern,08!
arousing not just public sympathy in Bab al-Tabbaneh and elsewhere for Syrians,1%2 but also
another round of violence between fighters from that neighbourhood and counterparts
from Jabel Mohsen.1983 And it highlighted a general issue that ran deeper than anything the
Salafis were doing: the concentration of violence in an area with direct connections to the

Syrian Uprising, and sectarian tensions that were becoming part of public life in Tripoli.108

As the fighting continued into the middle of 2012, it became clear that the surges of violence
responded to other triggers and the shaykhs’ message was directed elsewhere. Even when
Tripoli’s Islamic movements clashed with security forces in early May, there had been a
political trigger—in that case, the arrest of a young suspected jihadr.1% And the same
pattern played out in wider society, as fighters in Bab al-Tabbaneh and Jabel Mohsen
answered Syria’s Houla massacre later that month with another round of fighting.1% Ash-
Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T were still aware of the basic pattern and underlying tensions, and their

advocacy diagnosed the underlying anxieties by linking violence in Tripoli to Damascus’
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behaviour in Syria and Lebanon, especially in the eighties. But they were not openly inciting
it.1987 The domestic action that they called for was usually a generic demand for Lebanon’s
state to secure the rule of law, rather than for public mobilisation, and in other cases related
to more specific concerns like the ongoing detention of Islamic activist detainees or attacks
on Sunni shaykhs in June.1%88 Their general sense of sectarian identity still matched public
sentiment. And their combination of sectarianism and political caution was normal among
local Sunnt and ‘Alawi fighters who claimed to be defending their homes, land, and
community, while avoiding signals of hostility to institutions like the Army.1989 But as
representatives of the community that was precisely the sort of advocacy that reinforced
public solidarity without necessarily driving action.1%%° And the generic calls for the state to
act were misaligned with the patterns of violence, which indicated wider pressures that
mobilised a community around figures like the shaykhs rather than under their

leadership.1091

For their part, Tripoli’s Salafis blamed forces above them for the fighting’s longevity and
their allegations were reasonable. As one of ash-Shahal’s former students—Shaykh Nabil
Rahim—had suggested by August, there was a question of whether the city’s resource-poor
Salafi shaykhs were caught up in a wider national competition between the country’s
resource-rich elites. Locally in the city’s Sunnt community, he could see a necessary mix of

sectarian alienation that offered a general motivation for violence and specific outrages over
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Syria that directed its outbreaks.1%°2 But nationally, he noted the involvement of actors
including March 14, March 8, and Miqati that was essential to sustain prolonged fighting—a
challenge for communities in deprived areas like Bab al-Tabbaneh.1%9 And together, those
observations invited a reasonable inference that Lebanon’s political class had appropriated
Tripoli as an alternative arena for competition, much like it had done during the May 2008

Crisis.1094

The evidence supported those insinuations of facilitation by Lebanon’s political class, too.
There had been hints of it since early 2012, like the February explosion of a warehouse filled
with weapons in Tripoli’s Abi Samra neighbourhood. While the destination of the weapons
never became totally clear, the blast invited ADP allegations that they belonged to the
Future Movement, whose own Moustafa Alloush rebutted the charges while still stressing
his Party’s commitment to the Syrian Uprising.1%% And by August, more explicit allegations
were circulating that ISF intelligence officers had distributed ammunition from sources like
Saudi Arabia,1%% and even if the ADP’s Rifaat Eid rejected links between Tripoli’s clashes and
Syria he acknowledged Hizbullah’s support for the Party.2% Tripoli had its own sectarian
tensions and outrages over Syria that drove the public to action, and it was easy to link the

Salafis’ sense of political identity and framing to it. But by 2012 it appeared to have been
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Lebanon’s political class that saw an opportunity to further their national competition over

Syria and diverted resources to the city accordingly.10%

Taken together, the public mobilisation from below and facilitation from above had not left
the Salafi movement without any agency. Tripoli’s shaykhs were not sitting around waiting
for a offers of support or signals of political sympathy, and they capitalised on the growing
political space as fighting continued to the end of 2012. One of them in particular, Salim ar-
Rafi1, was starting to show his ambitions: in the longer term he had an eye on Lebanon’s
national politics, where he believed the Arab Uprisings left space for a new party that
challenged the Future Movement and its confessional dominance.1%%° But that would have to
wait until someone or something solved the more immediate problem of Tripoli’s security
vacuum, which he saw as a state failure to protect the Sunnt community from the Syrian
regime’s partners. For that nearer-term problem, his solution of a new armed association
that defended Sunni interests as Hizbullah did for the Shi‘l community was feasible.100
Tripoli was not a safe city, especially in 2011 and 2012, and the shaykhs had always
maintained some capacity for violence—ash-Shahal’s bodyguards offered a good example of
that by carrying their rifles openly.!°? And although ar-Rafi‘T publicly rejected portrayals of
Tripoli as a hotbed of worsening violent extremism, local officials warned that armed groups
including Salafi ones were still proliferating rapidly.1°2 While the shaykhs had not seized
power over the wider community, they were still going to use their influence where they had

it.

But there would still be constraints on the shaykhs’ agency, particularly the sort that led to
any armed role. Capitalising on the public’s wider mobilisation with enabling from above was
one thing, but mobilising men and guns outside the Sunni establishment’s control was

another. While resource mobilisation issues had prevented their religious activism from
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becoming a contentious political vehicle, ar-Rafi’s attempts to mobilise an armed network
attracted unwanted pressure from outside. He and people with similar views could find
recruits by leveraging their connections to religiously and politically sympathetic people with
militant backgrounds. But by August that had alarmed Tripoli’s local political leaders. They
saw a familiar pattern emerging, and their response was clear: there was not going to be
another group like Fatah al-Islam in the city.'%3 Other actors would not have to deal with
those pressures—the Sunni establishment’s occasional facilitator, ‘Amid Hammud, could

speak freely about arming the Sunni community,11%4

and his alleged partners like Ziyad
‘Allakt who led the fighting on the ground would publicly condemn Miqgati’s government as
openly as the Hariris did.19 But ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T were not part of those elite circles
or networks—in spite of the shifts following Lebanon’s January 2011 collapse, they were still
marginal actors who depended on tools of political advocacy and religious activism, and
events were taking shape around them. Those tools were not enough to establish a new

place in the structures of Sunnt politics, or a new role besides one that reflected their

marginal place relative to the centres of power in them.

Conclusion & Questions

The shaykhs’ limited agency at the bottom of the system did not mean that the Sunnt
political class had complete control of things from the top. If anything, October’s
assassination of the ISF’s intelligence chief, Wisam al-Hassan, showed that the centres of
Sunni power were vulnerable to their own pressures and reprisals.!1% Al-Hassan’s
assassination would be a national shock like the January collapse was. Like many of
Lebanon’s security officials he had been political and confessional partisan, serving as March
14’s informal partner in the state.!%’ It was not going to affect the Sunni establishment’s

structural dominance over Sunni confessional politics. Like the Hariris’ potential
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competitors—Ashraf Rifi and Najib Migati—circumstances and ethics had kept his attention
mostly on his office, even if some of his politically-sensitive investigations, like a probe of a
former pro-Syrian minister Michel Samaha, served the establishment’s interests.'1% But his
aforementioned work alongside the Future Movement in support of Syria’s opposition had
marked him as part of its national competition with March 8, Hizbullah, and their partners.
Even if his activities’ low profile helped avoid worsening national tensions, an attack on him
was still a national shock like the Hariri government’s January 2011 collapse had been. And
like the January collapse, it showed that the Sunni establishment’s ability to protect and

assert leadership over the Sunni public was becoming weaker.

Despite the widespread public agreement that the killing was serious, it was not something
that could draw more than a limited response from the Salafi movement. It was difficult to
find an actor involved in Lebanon that publicly supported it—besides the fresh round of
violence that broke out between fighters from Bab al-Tabbaneh and Jabel Mohsen, there
were condemnations from American officials, Hizbullah and Damascus, and the Future

Movement.!1% But while the universal backlash left questions of whether one or more of
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https://www.dw.com/ar/%D9%82%D8%AA%D9%8A%D9%84-%D9%81%DI%SA-
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%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D9%81%D9%8A-
%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AA-%D9%88%D9%82%D8%AA%D9%8A%D9%84%D8%A9-
%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D8%B4%D8%AA%D8%A8%D9%83%D8%A7%D8%AA-
%D8%A8%D8%B7%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%84%D8%B3/a-16322533; France24 and Agencies,
"Magtal Ra’ts Fara‘ al-Ma‘limat al-‘Amid Wisam al-Hasan bi Bayrat Yu‘id Shabah al-Ightiyalat ila
Lubnan," France24 (19/10/2012 2012). https://www.france24.com/ar/20121019-
%D9%84%D8%A8%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%86-%D8%AA%DI%81%D8%AC%D9%8A%D8%B1-
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Lebanon’s national actors was lying, the limits of the Salafi response were clear. Ash-Shahal
described an attack on the Sunni community from a foreign “Iranian-Syrian axis,” but his
offers to advise Miqgati and demands for a state response showed his awareness that any
significant impacts depended on other actors.''1? And although ar-RafiT and his colleagues
took action, it involved forcing one of Damascus’ most visible collaborators in Tripoli’s
religious community, the HTI veteran shaykh Hisham Mingara, from the city.!'1! While ash-
Shahal’s political advocacy worked within rather than against the structures of Sunni power,
and ar-RafiU’s religious activism was within familiar scholarly circles rather than in or against

a political movement in wider society, neither response was politically significant.1112

Instead, the aftermath of al-Hassan’s death left questions of if and how Sunnt leaders had
indirectly shaped marginal actors’ behaviour. The shaykhs’ marginality was unmistakeable—
whether they represented the community was contingent on other dynamics like public
mobilisation, and they were actors at the peripheries of Sunni power rather than ones who
had central roles in Syria or Tripoli.}!1® But there was a contradiction between Sunni leaders’
apparent political disengagement from the Sunni public and the signs of their intervention in
Tripoli’s 2012 violence. And more importantly, the power disparities between Sunni elites
and marginal actors meant that the authoritarian structure of Sunni politics never really
dissolved. Considered in that light, events in 2011 and 2012 begged a question of whether
Salafis always had agency but exercised it within constraints defined in less visible ways from
above. That was a familiar question—the introduction suggested that Salafis’ role would
reflect demobilising pressures, while the history of Najdi Salafism in Saudi Arabia left room
for that explanation and the history of Tripoli’s Islamic movements showed what that

demobilisation might generally look like. Answering it could explain why the national

%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%B1%D9%8A-%D9%86%D8%B5%D8%B1-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-.

1110 Janoubia, "Da‘T al-Islam ash-Shahal: Ightiyal al-Hasan li Nashar al-Fawda," Janoubia (24/10/2012
2012). https://janoubia.com/2012/10/24/%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%B9%D9%8A-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%85-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B4%D9%87%D8%A7%D9%84-
%D8%A7%D8%BA%D8%AA%DI%8A%D8%A7%D9%84-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D8%B3%D9%86-
%D9%84%D9%86%D8%B4%D8%B1/.

111 \wWehbe, "Saqat Mingara...wa Saqatat al-Imara."

1112 Kriesi, "The Political Opportunity Structure of New Social Movements," 173.

1113 Mehretu, Pigozzi, and Sommers, "Concepts in social and spatial marginality," 90-91.
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political role of a Salafi figure like ash-Shahal had appeared to shift as a response to the
structure of Lebanese Sunnt politics and his place relative to the centres of power in it. And
while the demobilising processes would normally be opaque, the Migati government’s 2013
collapse and Lebanon’s ensuing institutional paralysis was about to start a period of

transparent national competition, making them unusually easy to see.
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Chapter 6:
Elite Influence in 2013 & 2014
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Introduction

Events in 2013 and 2014 would highlight the forces that shaped ash-Shahal and ar-Rafiv’s
changing national roles: the shaykhs exercised their weak agency within demobilising limits
that other actors set from above, forcing them to conform to the structure of their context
and a limited place in it. That was not a new issue. Ash-Shahal’s national political role after
2005 had shifted as the Hariris’ intervention in Sunnt society did, while the Syrian regime had
similarly shaped the opportunities, constraints, and history of Tripoli’s Salafi and Islamic
movements. And the Najdi movements of twentieth-century Saudi Arabia had invited
structural questions and explanations of Salafi actors’ participation in the national political
landscape. But the underlying processes of contentious politics—particularly
demobilisation—that shaped marginal actors’ place in that landscape were especially visible
in Lebanon’s political climate after Najib Migati’s March 2013 resignation. That would be a
disaster for all of Lebanon that triggered a period of institutional paralysis and almost-
unrestricted national competition, and it was no less damaging within the narrower world of
Sunni politics. There, an increasingly decentralised Sunni elite had new incentives to
appropriate partners who legitimised their claims to power and helped mobilise resources

for other activities.

As Lebanon’s newest crisis stretched from 2013 to 2014, it would be easy to see those
demobilisation dynamics by which the centres of power shaped Salafi actors’ place in the
national context. At some points, Sunni leaders co-opted the shaykhs’ advocacy as a source
of political legitimacy, while exploiting their position as prominent but not powerful religious
figures to mobilise resources for Tripoli’s ongoing fighting. At others, the response to
incidents in Sidon and Tripoli showed that they would repress the shaykhs if they perceived
them as a political liability or a threat. And while that mix of co-optation and repression
reinforced a sense of “demobilisation” when taken together,!1* the former’s indirect
processes and the latter’s frequent reliance on subtle signals also spoke to what the shaykhs’

Ill

structural “place” was: a “space” where they could safely operate as marginal players. That
itself illustrated how ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘’s national role changed: they recognised what

rhetoric and behaviour the centres of power left space for, and would survive by choosing

1114 McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, "Comparative Perspectives on Contentious Politics," 275-76.
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their words and actions accordingly.'!> There were still varied ways in which they could
exercise their agency, and it was notable that after Lebanese leaders reached a settlement in
2014, ar-Rafi‘Tremained in Lebanon while ash-Shahal fled. But they were still making those
choices within that space, inviting the simple explanation that their role in the country’s
national politics ultimately reflected the structure of their context and their place relative to

the centres of power in it.

Key Assumptions Start to Fail

Migati’s March 2013 resignation triggered a period of institutional paralysis, highlighting the
crucial influence which centres of power had over ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi’s national role.
Even if the resignation left the authoritarian structures of Lebanon’s politics intact, it created
a national environment where confessional elites could address new challenges with
minimal regard for convention or discretion. And in Sunni politics, Miqati’s resignation and
Ashraf Rifi’s termination widened the field of active Sunni elites and the range of political
interests that they had to manage. There were still limits on how they used the Salafis to
pursue them, and regional shifts highlighted ongoing political considerations like Salafism’s
perceived toxicity that constrained elites’ engagement with actors like ash-Shahal and ar-
Rafi‘l. But March 2013 marked the start of a highly informal period in which the strategy,
interests, and politics behind elites’ influence on the Lebanese context and marginal actors’
place in it were all uncertain.!'® Amidst the uncertainty, there were basic questions about
how those centres of political power managed their relationships with minor players like the

Salafis when many of the constraints on their ability to do that had disappeared.!!'’

Institutional Paralysis & Elite Impunity

Cynical members of Lebanon’s political class could afford to view Migati’s resignation
positively: the ensuing institutional paralysis created space for pragmatic competition, and
by leaving Lebanon’s two-level system intact it would allow elites to manipulate marginal
actors like the Salafi movement with near impunity. That crisis was the result of structural

problems in a system where elites and marginal actors coexisted, but power flowed from the

1115 Massey, "Concepts of Space and Power in Theory and Political Practice," 19-20.
1116 Tarrow, Democracy and Disorder, 22-23.
1117 Kriesi, "The Political Opportunity Structure of New Social Movements," 168.
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top. The central issue was a set of partisan political cleavages that had manifested
themselves in most major disputes, like the Maronite rivalry between the March 14-inclined
Samir Geagea and the March 8-leaning Michel Aoun. Those divides were comprehensive,
drawing marginal actors in Lebanese society like the Salafis and ash-Shahal, who saw Aoun’s
relationship with Hizbullah as a deeper alignment with Damascus and the Iranian
government.!!18 But not all problems were originally at the elite level, political in nature, or
even Lebanese. Attempts to accommodate Syrian refugees, for example, had strained
Lebanon’s state and international partners’ economic capacity,'!° as Syrians sought the
same education or work opportunities in Tripoli and elsewhere as wider Lebanese

society.1120

Alongside other regional problems, those structural difficulties were enough to push the
system to a point where any added complications could make it fail. March 14 and March 8
had failed to resolve divisions over Syria,'!?! hinting at a national confrontation. And social
tensions were manifesting themselves plainly in protests led by marginal actors like HUM

and figures like ar-Rafi‘1,1122 hinting at the possibility of wider or deeper violence between

1118 7ena Tabara, "ash-Shahal li “al-Anba’”: Sahab Silah ad-Dahiya Uwla min Tarabulus," al-Anba
(29/01/2013 2013). https://www.alanba.com.kw/ar/arabic-international-news/lebanon-
news/357174/29-01-2013-%d8%a7%d9%84%d8%b4%d9%87%d8%a7%d9%84-%d9%84%d9%80-
%d8%a7%d9%84%d8%a7%d9%86%d8%a8%d8%a7%d8%al-%d8%b3%d8%ad%d8%a8-
%d8%b3%d9%84%d8%a7%d8%ad-%d8%a7%d9%84%d8%b6%d8%a7%d8%ad%d9%8a%d8%a9-
%d8%a7%d9%88%d9%84%d9%89-%d8%b7%d8%b1%d8%a7%d8%a8%d9%84%d8%b3/.

1119 Roula EI-Masri, Claire Harvey, and Rosa Garwood, Shifting Sands: Changing gender roles among
refugees in Lebanon (Oxfam, 2013), 8.
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/300408/rr-shifting-sands-
lebanon-syria-refugees-gender-030913-en.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y.

1120 Fl-Masri, Harvey, and Garwood, Shifting Sands: Changing gender roles among refugees in
Lebanon, 28-29.

1121 Mona Christophersen and Cathrine Thorleifsson, "Lebanese Contradictory Responses to Syrian
Refugees Include Stress, Hospitality, Resentment," Issam Fares Institute for Public Policy and
International Affairs Policy Brief (June 2013 2013): 3-4.
https://www.aub.edu.lb/ifi/Documents/policy_memo/20130705ifi_memo_Fafo_IFI_Policy brief Syr
ians_in_Lebanon.pdf.

(23/02/2013 2013).
https://www.aa.com.tr/ar/archive/%D8%A5%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A%D9%88%D
9%86-%D9%8A%D8%AF%D8%B9%D9%88%D9%86-
%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AD%D8%AA%D8%AC%D8%AT7%D8%AC%D8%AT%DE%AA-
%D8%A8%D9%88%D8%B3%D8%B7-%D8%A8%D9%8A%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AA-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AD%DE%AF/271736.
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communities. It was tempting to dismiss the warning signs. Marginal figures like ash-Shahal,
for example, had offered politicised explanations of Lebanon’s problems that seemed to
exist far above its ground-level challenges: Hizbullah and its partners abroad in Tehran and
Damascus were to blame. But those were entirely serious, as were the shaykh’s warnings of
state collapse.!!?3 And that highlighted a general point. Lebanon’s confessional elites were
responsible for the system and had failed to address its political, economic, and social
challenges, bringing the country that they insisted on ruling to the brink of failure. And while
its structural problems had been manageable, added complications like further government

instability or foreign pressure could see the whole thing collapse.!1?4

Migati’s resignation would be the start of those added complications, if not necessarily the
calamity which figures like the Salafis made it out to be. While his failures to manage
political instability generally and March 8 specifically were enough to trigger a crisis,
Lebanon would avoid a Hizbullah coup that restructured the country’s politics according to
the Party’s unique vision. And when he finally did quit on March 22 it was framed as a
disagreement about electoral law changes and the extension of ISF chief Ashraf Rifi’s tenure
rather than a declaration of civil war.11?> That would not ease the concerns that the Salafis
were feeling about the issue. In his Friday sermon ar-Rafi‘T described a coup against the
Sunni community. And he held Lebanon’s established Sunnt institutions responsible for what
had happened, be they the Hariris’ national political establishment in the guise of March 14,

their confessional one in the guise of the Future Movement, or their supposed Sunni

1123 Bejrut Observer, "ash-Shahal: Hizb Allah Yas‘a lil-iga bayna al-Jaysh was-Sunna," Beirut Observer
(04/03/2013 2013). https://www.beirutobserver.com/2013/03/2013-03-04-04-44-53/.

1124 Abraham Diskin, Hanna Diskin, and Reuven Hazan, "Why Democracies Collapse: The Reasons for
Democratic Failure and Success," International Political Science Review 26, no. 3 (2005): 304.

1125 Al Arabiya AA, "Qubdl Istigalat Najib Migati wal-Qalaqg Ya‘um Lubnan," Al Arabiya (22/03/2013
2013). https://www.alarabiya.net/arab-and-
world/2013/03/22/%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A9-
%D9%85%D8%B1%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A8%D8%A9-%D9%84%D9%86%D8%AC%DI%8A%D8%A8-
%D9%85%D9%8A%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%AA%DI%8A-%D9%85%D9%86-
%D8%B1%D8%A6%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%A9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%83%D9%88%D9%85%D8%A9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D8%A8%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%AI.
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religious accessories like Qabant and Dar al-Fatwa that ar-Rafi‘t and HUM had agitated

against.1126

In a more measured reading of the case, Miqati’s departure was less like a new catastrophe
and more like a sign of two longstanding issues—one of which was the enduring nature of
the Lebanese system. Despite ar-Rafi‘l’s charged interpretation, neither the Sunni
establishment nor the structures of Lebanon’s politics were about to collapse. The basic
issues that triggered the crisis were not entirely controversial, new, or existential. The
electoral law backed by March 8 favoured the pro-Syrian bloc’s chances in forthcoming
elections, but the changes had wider traction and there was widespread interest in electoral
reform.112” And March 8’s objections to extending Rifi’s tenure were partisan but fit into
Hizbullah’s long-running campaign against the STL,!12® while Rifi himself would admit that
the ISF’s arrests of Hizbullah and Damascus’ Lebanese partners like Michel Samaha during
his tenure had long been a source of tension.!'?° Taken together, it was not a sudden blow
to the Lebanese system. Hizbullah had used its constitutional place as the opposition in the
cabinet, holding fast to its position on established issues until Miqgati exercised his own
prerogative to resign. Rather, it was a testament to one party's ability to obstruct politics,
policy, and the workings of government more generally. March 8 had worked within the
system towards an outcome while obstructing alternatives, rather than seizing or destroying

Lebanon’s government from opposition.113°

The other chronic problem that Migati’s departure illustrated was that Lebanon’s elites—as
elsewhere—valued the system and their place in it, while still having their own interests and

constraints. The reasoning behind Migati’s departure was slightly unclear, even if

1126 Radwan Murtada, "ar-Rafit: al-Hariri Haraba wa Tarakna," al-Akhbar (30/03/2013 2013).
https://al-akhbar.com/Politics/48609.

1127 Nassif Hitti, "Lebanon Must Reform Electoral Law," Al-Monitor (08/01/2013 2013).
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2013/01/lebanese-parliamentary-elections.html.

1128 Martin Chulov, "Lebanon's Government Collapses as Migati Cabinet Resigns," The Guardian
(23/03/2013 2013). https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/mar/22/lebanon-government-
collapses-migati-cabinet.

129 MTV Lebanon MTV, "Rifi Hawl Qadiyat Mishal Samaha," YouTube (20/02/2016 2016).
https://youtu.be/gbuRWpWbFKY.

1130 L uca Tomini and Claudius Wagemann, "Varieties of Contemporary Democratic Breakdown and
Regression: A Comparative Analysis," European Journal of Political Research 57 (2018): 708-09, 11.
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acknowledgements of political pressure hinted at his calculations.!'3! His resignation speech
noted overlapping political, economic, and societal problems alongside his earlier almost-
resignations over the STL and Wisam al-Hassan’s assassination, and he assigned blame to
other elites for his government’s failure.!32 That was all fair. Managing domestic and
international pressures without destroying the Migati government had become impossible
as Hizbullah became increasingly uncompromising, and public visits by a key backer—Walid
Jumblatt—to Saad Hariri in Paris signalled that parliamentary allies remained open to
renewed Future Movement leadership.1133 By 2013 it would be impossible for Migati to
please anybody. Pressures had stacked up in 2013 and left him with an electoral law that
Hizbullah wanted but he and Jumblatt did not, international pressure for the elections to
move ahead but blockage from Hizbullah, and US and Saudi pressure to confront the Assad
regime over Hizbullah’s objections.!134 But he was also not just someone who had fallen
victim to the manipulative behaviour of other actors and forces. Speculation abounded that
he had posed the ultimatum over Rifi’s tenure, expecting a Hizbullah refusal that positioned
him as the defender of Lebanese Sunnis, especially in his native Tripoli.113> Resigning
capitulated to those pressures that constrained his premiership and made a state collapse

unavoidable,!'3¢ but it also capitalised on a chance to secure his own position.

1131 Tareq Tarshisi, "Limadha Lam Yamna® al-Mujtama® ad-Dawli Istigalat Migati?," al-Joumhouria
(23/03/2012 2013).
https://www.aljoumhouria.com/ar/news/62958/%D9%84%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B0%D8%A7-
%D9%84%D9%85-%D9%8A%D9%85%D9%86%D8%B9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AC%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%84%D9%8A-
%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A9-
%D9%85%D9%8A%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%AA%DI%SA.

1132 Al Jadeed, "ar-Ra’ts Najib Miqgati Ya‘lan Istigalat Hukimatuhu," YouTube (23/03/2013 2013).
https://youtu.be/WughH2nn18w.

1133 Naharnet, "Junblat lltaga al-Hariri fi Baris wa ‘Aradan li Akhar at-Tatawwarat fi Lubnan wal-
Mintaqa," Naharnet (05/09/2012 2012). https://www.naharnet.com/stories/ar/52417.

1134 Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies, "Lubnan: at-Taklif al-Hukami al-Jadid wal-Furas “at-
Tawafigiya”," Doha Institute (28/04/2013 2013).
https://www.dohainstitute.org/ar/politicalstudies/pages/the_formation_of _a_new_government_an
d_state-wide_consensus_in_lebanon.aspx.

1135 Scarlett Haddad, "Mikati's Resignation Shakes Up Lebanese Politics," Al-Monitor (02/04/2013
2013). https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2013/04/mikati-resignation-lebanon-blessing.html.
1136 Diskin, Diskin, and Hazan, "Why Democracies Collapse: The Reasons for Democratic Failure and
Success," 300, 04.
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In that stable system dominated by elites with their own interests, it was unexpected yet
unsurprising that confessional leaders failed to settle on a new government in the wake of
the 2013 resignation. March 14, March 8, and Lebanon’s parliament generally were
committed to the confessional system and collaborated to preserve its structure. That that
end, they agreed to designate Tammam Salam as the next Prime Minister in April who could
replace Miqati’s caretaker premiership.1'3’ But while the political class valued the system
that protected them from unrestricted competition, their conflicting interests stopped the
system from delivering more than the bare minimum level of stability. While March 14 and
President Michel Suleiman called for a neutral government as Salam began selecting a
cabinet, Salam’s refusal of March 8 demands for a “blocking third” in May would see the

process and Lebanon’s national institutions paralysed until one bloc capitulated.3®

The resulting inability to reach a national accord would have a second-order consequence:
the paralysis of Lebanon’s national institutions and a weakening of the artificial conventions
that constrained national elites’ behaviour. If the parliament’s vote to suspend the June
2013 elections to 2014 was an indication, the leading figures in Lebanon’s political class
thought that they could wait the situation out. The adverse implications were going to be
more limited for them than members of the wider public, who faced obvious
disenfranchisement but could not do much about it besides generally being upset. But
figures outside March 14 and March 8 were concerned that Lebanon’s national blocs were
waiting for international shifts that might tip the balance in their favour, or planning extra-

legal competition outside of the country’s constitutional processes.!!3° As such, the situation

137 3l-Hurra, "ljma‘ Lubnani ‘alad Tasmiya Tammam Salam Ra’ts al-Hukima al-Jadida," al-Hurra

(05/04/2013 2013).
https://www.alhurra.com/latest/2013/04/05/%D8%A5%D8%AC%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B9-
%D9%84%D8%A8%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A-%D8%AA%D8%B3%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A9-
%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%85-
%D8%B1%D8%A6%D9%8A%D8%B3%D8%A7-
%D9%84%D9%84%D8%AD%D9%83%D9%88%D9%85%D8%A9-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AC%D8%AF%DI%8A%D8%AF%DI%AI.

1138 paula Astih, "Tamam Salam Yarfud Minh “ath-Thulth al-Mu‘atal” li’ayya Fasil Lubnani," Anadolu
Agency (08/05/2013 2013). https://www.aa.com.tr/ar/archive/%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%85-
%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%85-%D9%8A%D8%B1%D9%81%D8%B6-%D9%85%D9%86%D8%AD-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AB%D9%84%D8%AB-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B9%D8%B7%D9%84-
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%D9%84%D8%A8%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A/248278.

1139 Agencies, "Majlis an-Nuwab al-Lubnani Yumaddid Wilayatuhu 17 Shahran."
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could worsen. The established legal frameworks of Lebanese politics offered little to
confessional leaders, who would be able to compete outside them with minimal restraint.
And while the electoral delays and disenfranchisement were bad enough on their own,
wider Lebanese society and the marginal actors in it faced the prospect of being caught up in

the middle of a dangerous competition between national political elites.14°

2013’s gridlock therefore meant that Miqati’s resignation had not plunged Lebanon into
chaos, but it had left an atmosphere of elite impunity that would be dangerous for more
marginal actors. The overall structure of Lebanon’s politics would survive, but Migati’s
resignation was symptomatic of the same domestic political instability that had helped
freeze Lebanon’s institutions. Until confessional elites reached an agreement the country

would find itself just short of a civil war,114!

and marginal actors like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘
would be in an uncomfortable spot as Sunni leaders’ strategy evolved. The shaykhs were
unlikely to stay totally out of the resulting turmoil as Lebanon’s elites sought and mobilised

partners in service of national and confessional interests,4?

and even in early 2013 ash-
Shahal conceded that Lebanon’s state and major parties had penetrated the movement.!143
At the same time, they and the Sunni public were at increased risk of repression, as
worsening public perceptions of insecurity fuelled protests which gave once-marginal actors

a base, 114

at a time when the absence of strong national norms freed the Sunni
establishment to suppress challenges to its power.114> The situation had not become
exceptionally abnormal—the basic political order survived and deadlocked cabinet

negotiations showed that confessional elites still answered to each other.114¢ But Lebanon’s

1140 Andrea Cassani and Luca Tomini, "Reversing Regimes and Concepts: From Democratization to
Autocratization," European Political Science 19, no. 2 (2020): 277-79.

1141 Henry Hale, "Divided We Stand: Institutional Sources of Ethnofederal State Survival and
Collapse," World Politics 56, no. 2 (2004): 170-71.

1142 Goldstone, "More Social Movements or Fewer? Beyond Political Opportunity Structures to
Relational Fields," 342-43.
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institutional paralysis had removed many barriers to once-unacceptable behaviours by the
centres of Sunni power. And just as importantly, there were new questions about the logic,
ways, and means by which confessional elites shaped the structures of Lebanese Sunni

politics, and the place in them for marginal actors like the Salafis.114’

Political Decentralisation & the Removal of Artificial Structures

Migati’s resignation had separate implications for Sunni confessional politics, where an
increasingly decentralised class of Sunni elites were going to have increasingly diverse
interests. While the concentrated nature of the Future Movement’s confessional power had
always been artificial, Migati’s resignation confirmed that it was impossible to treat its
centralised sort of control as a key assumption about Salafis’ context and place in it. There
had been hints of that before, the most obvious of which being that the Hariris’ dominance
was a relatively new phenomenon. Rafiq Hariri had risen in the nineties after the Civil War
and Saad Hariri had consolidated the family’s position in the 2005 elections, making places
beyond the family’s home of Sidon—Ilike Tripoli—into territories at the expense of provincial
competitors like the Trabelsi Karami family. That quasi-federal arrangement was not
uniquely Lebanese—Saudi Arabia’s Al Sa‘td had subordinated the Arabian Peninsula’s tribes
from their familial home in Najd, in collaboration alongside the Najdi ‘ulama establishment
and activist trends like the Sahwa. But the Hariris’ emerging problems would provide a
clearer illustration of how that system could collapse and of why its stability depended on
other favourable circumstances.!*8 The family’s position relative to marginal actors like the
Salafi movement was not about to change—its material resources and political influence
made them lasting centres of power that constrained and enabled those minor players.114°
But 2013’s events made it impossible to treat their position as an unchanging fact. Even if

Najib Migati had been a compromise premier and Ashraf Rifi had publicly deferred to the
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state until his tenure ended,!'*° 2013’s crisis had raised questions about the security of their

positions and the purpose of Sunni power.

Ashraf Rifi and Najib Miqati’s departures from office would decentralise the Hariris’ Sunni
confessional power, if only to a point. Miqgati’s resignation had raised fresh questions about

a political vacuum in Lebanon and especially Tripoli,11>!

and circumstances positioned both
men to fill it. That had been impossible in 2011 when March 8 started making increasingly
aggressive attempts to stop March 14’s politicised use of state resources.!'>2 Then, there had
only been space for some politically awkward actions like Migati’s diversion of funds to the

1153 and politically sensitive ISF raids that Rifi defended in May.1>* But

STL in December,
while they respected their offices’ limits in 2011, Migati’s resignation indicated his shifting
priorities. And while Rifi had avoided appearances of excessive partisanship or parochialism
when speaking about issues like terrorism in the weeks before his departure,!'>> he spoke as
a Trabelsi figure after, framing the city’s violence as an act of community self-defence.!1>® As

Tripoli’s deprivation and specific concerns about Hizbullah, Iran, and other threats
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undermined the establishment’s credibility, that placed both men in a good position from
which to challenge the Hariris.!**? It did not remove any and all limits on the challenge that
they could pose, and they had to make their own judgments in their own circumstances.>®
The former had to consider the lasting political constraints of his caretaker premiership

1159

thanks to stalled cabinet negotiations,”>” and the latter’s noted lack of resources was an

issue. But Migati was wealthy and could support the mobilisation of the public under his

1160

auspices, %% and Rifi’s Trabelsi roots made him a natural local leader.1®? They were

independent men with some resources, and even if they would not overthrow the Sunni

establishment, their emergence marked a decentralisation of Sunni power.1162

Even if a Sunni civil war was unlikely, that decentralisation raised the prospect of limited
competition for political legitimacy within the narrower structures of confessional power.
Miqati’s Premiership was a reasonable indication that he was already politically engaged,
and there was only more bad news for the Hariris regarding Ashraf Rifi. Following Rifi’s
resignation, reports indicated that he took his termination as a sign of Migati’s weakness
and the Future Movement’s poor judgment. And for its part, the Sunni establishment saw his
public distance from them and interaction with their Saudi patrons as signs of a political

threat.11%3 Between the well-resourced Sunni establishment and the resource-limited

1157 Barakat, "Tarabulus “‘Asimat as-Sunna” Tatasaddar Ma‘arakat Ri’asat al-Hukiima wal-Qarar al-
Ittiham1 Qad Yiqiz “al-Harb an-Na’ima” fi Madina “al-Jurh at-Tarikhi”."; Ruud Koopmans, "Political.
Opportunity. Structure. Some Splitting to Balance the Lumping," Sociological Forum 14, no. 1 (1999):
98-99.

1158 Meyer and Minkoff, "Conceptualizing Political Opportunity," 1484-85.

1159 Naharnet, "Miqgati Tackles Possibility of Reviving Caretaker Cabinet with Various Sides," Naharnet
(11/12/2013 2013). https://www.naharnet.com/stories/en/109399.

1160 Al Jazeera AJ, Electronic Sites, and Wikipedia, "Najib Migati.. Ahad Athariya” al-‘Alim Istad‘ahu
Sasat Lubnan li Ingadh al-Murakkab," Al Jazeera (27/07/2021 2011).
https://www.aljazeera.net/encyclopedia/2021/7/27/%D9%86%D8%AC%D9%8A%D8%AS-
%D9%85%D9%8A%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%AA%DI%8A-%D8%A3%D8%AD%D8%AF-
%D8%A3%D8%AB%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%A1-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85-
%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%AF%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%87.

1161 | ycardie, "Prophets, Purifiers and Prolocutors," 176-77.

11682 Tarrow, Power in Movement, 176.

1163 Bejrut Observer, "Khas: Khilaf Had bayna al-Hariri wa Rifi Qad Yasil Had al-Qati‘a wa Liga’ Madina
“Kana” B3’ bil-Fashal," Beirut Observer (23/09/2013 2013).
https://www.beirutobserver.com/2013/09/%D8%AE%D8%A7%D8%B5-
%D8%AE%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%81-%D8%AD%D8%A7%D8%AF-%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-

241



newcomers, a direct confrontation was still unlikely. But a contest for political stature was
possible, and all players could avail themselves to the networks and legitimacy that could be
found in Sunni society—particularly in the political advocacy of Lebanon’s Salafi and Islamic

activist movements.1164

That decentralisation was going to affect Tripoli’s Salafis, too. For resource-poor centres of
power like Ashraf Rifi, the shaykhs were potential partners whose advocacy could reinforce
his position in a contest for political authority and legitimacy. That did not mean that he
would automatically use them, and Sunnt leaders still had to be discriminating when
shopping for friends. Sidon’s shaykh Ahmad al-Asir’s anti-Hizbullah rhetoric and anti-
establishment image, for example, were politically convenient, yet his increasing
involvement in violence by early 2013 risked triggering a confrontation that would spoil any
partner’s brand.!1%> But as partners, Tripoli’s Salafis had potential. Ar-RafT would stand out

1166 and

as someone who voiced scepticism of the political class on behalf of the Sunni public,
a productive working relationship was possible. Even as he attacked the establishment after
Miqati’s resignation ar-Rafi had warned Hammoud about what he was going to say.!'®” And
more generally, people from his and ash-Shahal’s circles had spoken about Rifl and Migati in
warm terms.!1%8 At |east in theory, that mix of good political leanings and judgment created
an opportunity for figures like Rifi and Migati to co-opt the shaykhs’ religious authority as a
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source of political legitimacy, as a substitute for the power and networks which the
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Hariris enjoyed.!’% But the shaykhs’ support was not a substitute for the power and
influence which the Hariris had enjoyed while the Hariris’ potential competitors did not. And
more practically, there was a question not just of how much Sunni leaders would really want
to coordinate and consult with the shaykhs, but also of how the shaykhs themselves could

simultaneously advocate for elite and public interests.117!

Besides the value of their political advocacy, the Salafi movement also had some potential as
partners who helped mobilise resources for an increasingly dangerous national competition.
That competition was already visible in places like Tripoli and especially around Bab al-
Tabbaneh and Jabel Mohsen, where March 14 and March 8 officials had signalled ongoing
interest in communal violence as a proxy fight over the domestic balance of power and
Syria.11’2 But the tangled patterns of facilitation in it would hint at competing Sunni claims
for confessional influence. It was common knowledge that storehouses existed around town
and belonged to figures like the Hariris’ long-time interlocutor Hammud, Migati who
supported militia partners like Saad al-Masri in Bab al-Tabbaneh despite his caretaker
premiership, and Rifi who backed partners like Ziyad ‘Alaki.1’3 That was arguably a problem
for elites and not Lebanon’s Salafis, whose focus was on Syria. Ar-Rafi1 had framed Syria’s

war as a jihad by April, 1’ and HUM more widely had called for fighters and weapons,1’>
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mirroring a wider trend that saw others like al-Asir mobilise fighters from Sidon.17® But
there was a tension between the shaykhs’ avowedly transnational focus and other

1177

activities—ash-Shahal warned of plots within Lebanon,**’” ar-Rafi‘l denounced a

1178 3nd clashes had broken

transnational Syria-Iranian axis that exported violence to Tripoli,
out between Hizbullah and al-Asir’s fighters in the Hariris’ home of Sidon.!'’® Considered
alongside the shaykhs’ structural place as representatives of Sunni society and Sunni leaders’
facilitation, that hinted at a pragmatic relationship with or at least tolerance for the shaykhs
to have some role. But it did not say whether Sunni elites needed a close partnership or
could use the shaykhs indirectly as tools who helped mobilise resources in wider society,

which figures like Migati and Rifi wanted and the public might not normally provide.!8°

That raised the possibility of demobilising co-optation or repression from above, which—in
hindsight—should have alarmed Tripoli’s Salafis. They would have a relationship with Sunni

leaders if media allegations by late 2013 were any indication.!!8! But it would not be a stable
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“state-‘ulama partnership” in which figures like ash-Shahal, ar-Rafi‘t and others could act on
their principled acquiescence or opposition to political authority. Rather, it was a potential
problem. Given the decentralisation of confessional power after Miqgati’s resignation, the
shaykhs were vulnerable and expendable—alignment with one centre of Sunni power risked
making them a problem for another.1182 There was still room for a positive relationship,
especially when actors like Migati and Rifi faced their own challenges and had incentive to
use whatever material resources and political influence they could access. But their
pragmatism could see them co-opt or repress their partners in service of their own political
interests,'®3 and common sense suggested that the relationship would last so long as
Lebanon’s leaders saw no reason to break their promises.!®* After decades of crackdowns
like those on HTl in Tripoli in the eighties, ash-Shahal’s colleagues in Dinniyeh in the nineties,
and Fatah al-Islam in Naher al-Barid in 2007, there was no reason to expect the
establishment to tolerate challenges.'®® If the leaders who loomed over the Sunni
confessional context could define Salafis’ place in it according to their own interests, then
the shaykhs’ political role and even survival depended less on their own principled views
towards politics, and more on the calculated ways in which the centres of Sunni power

shaped the space in which they could operate.

Salafi Political Toxicity & Instability

Neither the Miqati government’s collapse nor the decentralisation of confessional power
were occurring in a vacuum, and sensitivities in the wider context meant that the ties
between the Sunni political class and the Salafis would only be so direct or controlling. For

their part, Sunni leaders had to consider shifts in that regional environment, beyond
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Lebanon’s local one where Salafi and activist movements had any meaningful influence.*

Much of that centred round the regional competition in Syria, where the Qatari and Turkish

1187 and

governments were becoming a distinct source of support for the Syrian opposition,
the Saudi government was attempting to influence the Uprising at Doha and Ankara’s
expense—a transnational split that mirrored a deeper Gulf diplomatic crisis.!'® And the
Lebanese political class was keenly aware of that wider regional context’s impacts on
Lebanon. While Sunni leaders usually avoided the issue, Hizbullah openly stated its concerns
about Sunni figures like Ahmad al-Asir in Sidon that it saw as Qatari beneficiaries, Salafi

movements that generally had Saudi backing, and figures like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘t who

had enjoyed ties to Saudi and other Gulf partners well before 2011.118°

Those regional shifts would indirectly affect the Salafi movement. Saad Hariri had
guaranteed the foreign support which secured the Future Movement’s confessional
dominance by backing the Syrian Uprising. That had not totally subordinated Lebanon’s
Sunni community to any one regional power—in the absence of other considerations, he
would sit somewhere within but not necessarily in opposition to any one part of the Saudi,
Turkish, and Qatari partnership.11% But it reflected a general problem: the national centres
of Sunni power which shaped the role of marginal players like ash-Shahal, ar-Rafir and other
Salafi shaykhs would do so while managing pressure from a range of other, more powerful
regional actors. While the shaykhs would not necessarily draw much direct attention from

abroad, they were subject to the whims of Lebanese Sunnt leaders who did not necessarily

118 Tarrow, McAdam, and Tilly, The New Transnational Activism, 62.

1187 Agencies, "al-Maliki Yahdhar min Hurtb Ta’ifiyya ba‘ad al-Asad," Al Jazeera (27/02/2013 2013).
https://www.aljazeera.net/news/arabic/2013/2/27/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%84%D9
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Peace (09/06/2014 2014). https://carnegieendowment.org/2014/06/09/gulf-calculations-in-syrian-
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share their values and had to shape any relationship according to different perceptions of

the world, their place in it, and their interests.!1%?

An added regional complication was that the political toxicity of actors like Lebanon’s Salafis
would limit the kind of relationships that actors like Lebanon’s Sunni establishment could
build. The regional divide over those sorts of activist movements had become especially
clear by July 2013, after the Egyptian Army removed the Muslim Brotherhood President
Muhammad Morsi from office. Official explanations were difficult to parse. At the time,
Saudi officials and their regional partners described it in specific terms as a domestic security
issue for Egypt, and warned of links between the Brotherhood, interests in Qatar, and
international terrorism.1%2 But those specific statements signalled a more general set of

1193 \which were liable to evolve as

judgments about a broader set of political problems,
circumstances did. While Qatar’s regional relations were harmed in 2013 by perceptions that
its relationship to the Brotherhood was regionally destabilising,'** Saudi concerns about
Qatari interference dated to 2011 when the waves of unrest had first broken out in the Arab
world.119 And despite the damaging nature of allegations that some support for extremist

1196

actors like Jabhat an-Nusra came from Qatar, similar patterns of support had been

coming from Saudi Arabia and going to armed groups like Jaysh al-Islam as a counterbalance

1191 Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1976), 47-48.

1192 Murshid al-is3, "ar-Riyad al-Qatariyya Ard Khasba li Tasdir Qadat “al-Irhab”," al-Riyadh
(19/06/2017 2017). https://www.alriyadh.com/1603949.

1193 kathleen Carley and Michael Palmquist, "Extracting, Representing, and Analyzing Mental
Models," Social Forces 70, no. 3 (1992): 609-10.
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1197

against Brotherhood and Qatari-linked movements in Syria,**”’ alongside other efforts there,

in Libya, and elsewhere to curb Iranian regional influence.11%®

Those regional disputes highlighted the political toxicity of actors with ideological leanings
and an interest in disrupting their domestic political environment, and would affect the
relationship that Lebanon’s elites built with its Salafis. The anxieties were understandable.
Saudi and other governments had to manage their differences with Qatar and a threat from
Tehran.!1% But as regional governments worked through their differences, the tense political
climate would force Lebanon’s elites to speak and act carefully. And for marginal actors like
Lebanon’s Salafis, it meant that any relationship with the centres of power would remain
dynamic because it was influenced—at least in part—by factors outside Lebanon. Regional
officials would make political judgments based on political factors outside Salafis’ control,
and would have concerns about any Salafi political movement and those who associated
with it.1200 And any relationship between Lebanon’s Sunni establishment and its Salafi
movements would evolve as the centres of power balanced local political priorities against

other considerations.1201

That did not mean that any problems with ash-Shahal or ar-RafiI’s advocacy and activism
were political inventions by Lebanese elites or regional governments, and the shaykhs’
inflammatory rhetoric would only reinforce their alienation from polite international society.
Many regional listeners would find the sectarian tone of ash-Shahal and ar-Rafil’s activism
and advocacy off-putting. Visiting Egypt, ash-Shahal framed danger from Iran as a “Majusi”

threat—referencing Iran’s ancient and un-Islamic Zoroastrian heritage—at conferences in
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1198 paniel Odinius and Philipp Kuntz, "The Limits of Authoritarian Solidarity: the Gulf Monarchies and
Preserving Authoritarian Rule During the Arab Spring," European Journal of Political Research 54, no.
4 (2015/11/01 2015): 650-51.
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April and May,12%2 or a “Safavid” one—referencing the Persian Shi‘i Islamic empire—from Al-
Jazeera’s Cairo studios.??%3 Ar-Rafi‘T’'s remarks at April’s “Spring of Iraq” conference with
Salafis and other activists in Istanbul raised similar warnings, denouncing the Iranian threat
to the region’s Sunnis and calling young men to fight.12%4 That was to say nothing of the
political specifics, like ash-Shahal’s theory of a plot to trigger American regional
intervention,?% or ar-Rafiv's warnings of similar Iranian-Israeli schemes.?2%® With a
provocative message of religious identity and a paranoid political framing of regional events,
the shaykhs were only reinforcing the sense that they were precisely the kind of activists

that wider society needed to avoid.

That incendiary rhetoric would limit the Salafis’ range of interested partners. They would
have no place in regional states’ more ambitious gatherings like Doha’s conference that
courted potential backers like the United States for the Syrian opposition,12%7 or sensitive
Saudi government negotiations to transfer equipment from Western suppliers into Syria.12%8
And the conference that ash-Shahal attended in Cairo alongside various Salafis and their
fellow travellers would be far removed from those arrangements, 2% especially when
regional states wanted to avoid overt appearances of links to radical movements.'?19 Those
activist movements were still potentially useful partners in some instances. But the actors

who might create opportunities and constraints for them had other interests, and needed to

1202 31-Maktab al-Ilami at-Tayyar as-Salafi, "Yaqin Kalimat Fadilat ash-Shaykh ash-Shahal bi Mu’tamar

Nasrat Ahl ash-Sham fil-Qahira," YouTube (29/04/2013 2013). https://youtu.be/Acd3Dugz550.
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1209 Muhammad al-‘Amri, "Bada’a Mu’tamar “al-Jasad al-Wahid” lil-Munasara Suriya Hafiz Salama wa
Huddr Rumiz Salafiya," al-Masry al-Youm (25/05/2013 2013).
https://www.almasryalyoum.com/news/details/204731.

1210 Alberto Negri, "Gulf Regional Crisis: Qatar-Saudi Arabia Rivalry, Tensions within the Gulf
Cooperation Council," IEMed: Mediterranean Yearbook (2018): 244-45.

249



consider the toxic political impacts of any perceived association.?!! In those circumstances,

the shaykhs’ rhetoric was going to repel many potential partners.

Between the political risks of associating with Salafism and the shaykhs’ own role in making
them worse, any relationship that Lebanon’s centres of Sunni power had with its Salafi
movements would have to be limited and conditional. Even before Migati’s resignation had
paralysed Lebanon’s national institutions, Riyadh had seen North Lebanon warily. Saudi
officials worried that the Hariris were undermining Saudi interests by ceding power to Salafi
movements there, and as such they had started courting alternatives like Migati.!?12
Regional perceptions of Salafi and Islamic activist movements were still subjective, and while
Saudi authorities had firm reservations about them, actors like Ahmad al-Asir and Salafi
shaykhs like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T had all benefited from the support of Kuwaiti and
Qatari networks.?13 But that subjectivity did not meant that those perceptions did not
matter. For regional and local Lebanese interests alike, the political toxicity of the
movements meant that any relationship could enable the political opponents of whichever
actor chose to support them. As Ahmad Hariri’s Al-Arabiya interview showed in early 2013,
for example, such links were easily weaponised, as he denied any Future Movement
relationship and blamed Miqati for tensions involving Salafis in Tripoli and Ahmad al-Asir in

Sidon.1214

There would still be space for Sunnr elites to maintain a relationship to their marginal
counterparts in that environment, but it would not be an overly direct or controlling sort

that jeopardised other political priorities. The possibility of a relationship was not news to

1211 Carley and Palmquist, "Extracting, Representing, and Analyzing Mental Models," 610-11, 13;
Putnam, "Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level Games," 457.
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Tripoli’s Salafis, who remembered their old partnerships with the Hariris.!?1> But despite the
near-impunity that Sunni leaders enjoyed in the aftermath of Migati’s choice to quit office,
any ties would be sensitive and handled as such. Like the centralised Sunnt authority that
had disappeared with Miqgati’s resignation and Rifi’s termination, a transparent “state-
‘ulama” alliance was an unrealistic expectation. Yet at the same time, there was still room
for Sunni leaders to make a calculated judgment about the value and costs of a relationship,
and the ways in which to maximise the former while minimising the latter. As such, the
toxicity of movements like the Salafis and other activists was not going to leave actors like
ash-Shahal and ar-RafiT free to respond to pressures from the public below them or follow
their own religious and political instincts without any constraints. Instead, it meant that the
centres of power would shape their place and role in the Lebanese context according to a
more complex mix of general judgments about how a relationship with the Salafis could

serve one set of interests, and how it might be structured to avoid damaging another.

Demobilisation in Service of Elite Competition

Those overlapping domestic considerations, strategic interests, and political sensitivities
would see the centres of Lebanese Sunni power reshape the shaykhs’ place in national
politics from 2013 to 2014 through a loose process of demobilisation. Any facilitation would
be no closer than necessary for Sunni leaders to co-opt Salafis’ advocacy as a source of
political legitimacy and their activist influence in society to mobilise resources. And while
Sunni elites needed to enforce certain limits, repression would only be direct enough to
prevent marginal actors from becoming political liabilities or challengers. That mix of
facilitation and repression formed a wider pattern of demobilisation, by which the centres of
Sunni power shaped the political space for ash-Shahal, ar-Rafi‘t and other marginal actors.
But it also meant that the shaykhs needed to use their agency not to define their own role,
but to adapt to Lebanese confessional leaders’ shifting preferences—a distinction which
allowed ar-Rafi‘1 to survive as a national figure and forced ash-Shahal to flee Lebanon as

things settled in 2014.
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Co-Optation of Resources & Legitimacy

As Tripoli’s violence continued into 2013, Sunnt leaders co-opted the shaykhs’ advocacy for
political ends and exploited their place in the community to help mobilise resources for the
fighting. The clashes were a constant reminder of Lebanese elites’ domestic influence, and
the question was less of whether Sunni leaders had a relationship with the Salafis than of
how that relationship worked. The violence was still partly local—it centred mostly on Bab
al-Tabbaneh and Jabel Mohsen where militia leaders like Ziyad ‘Aluki described an
independent conflict between the ADP and Sunni fighters that the Hariris had
abandoned.!?!® But although the national problem of state paralysis and the local one of
Tripoli’s social tensions supported the idea that the initial outbreaks were a local
phenomenon,*?!” Tripoli was still a deprived city. It was difficult to look past the question of

what—or who—had helped the fighting to last as long as it did.1?18

Those unresolved issues meant that like the fighting after 2008’s Crisis, the city’s ongoing
violence seemed more like a structural phenomenon that raised structural questions. The
Salafis and militias linked to them were still involved, but they were also not its source.'?*°
Given the indications from March 14 and March 8 that the clashes were part of a wider
competition over the resettlement of national power and Syria,!??° the more likely
explanation was that the city’s shaykhs sat in a larger structure of political arrangements.

From a place as prominent figures in Sunni society, they sat just above Tripoli’s Sunni public

that had mobilised on its own and well below a Sunni political class that had tied its interests
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to the ensuing violence. The resulting question was not a simple one of whether they were
acquiescent or hostile to political authority. Rather, it was a more complex one of whether
and why elites at the top of the Sunni pile had co-opted them in the process, either as a

source of political legitimacy or a tool that aided the mobilisation of resources.'??!

Although the letter of ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T’s advocacy focused on the Sunni community’s
circumstances as tensions over Syria heightened in early 2013, their rhetoric would be as
incendiary in Lebanon as elsewhere. The shaykhs’ narratives of politicised collective Sunni
identity had persisted, and their story of a Lebanese community which fit into a wider
transnational Sunni one would become increasingly noticeable as the Syrian government’s
pressure on Homs province and its offensive in the city of al-Qusayr escalated.!??? Neither of
them wanted to be passive conveyers of the news—ar-Rafi‘’s Friday sermons condemned
Sunni deaths in Syria, while he and ash-Shahal accused the Lebanese state of complicit
negligence by standing by as they happened. In that capacity, their religious tone was
distinct. Ar-Rafi‘T in particular framed the Revolution as a war against disbelief, 223 pitching a
believing community against a regime that wanted to replace Islam’s basic affirmations of
faith with “la ilaha illa Bashar,” or “no God but Bashar.”*??* And there was also a more

sensitive link that he and ash-Shahal drew between Damascus’ actions across the border and

1221 Tarrow, Democracy and Disorder, 103-04, 06, 225-26.

1222 paula Astih, "al-Qurra “al-Mutadakhila” .. Markaz al-Ishtibak bayna al-Jaysh al-Hurr wa Hizb
Allah," Anadolu Agency (19/02/2013 2013).
https://www.aa.com.tr/ar/archive/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%B1%D9%89-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AA%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AEY%DI%84%D8%A9-
%D9%85%D8%B1%D9%83%D8%B2-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%B4%D8%AA%D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%83-%D8%A8%DI%8A%D9%86-
%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AC%D9%8A%D8%B4-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AD%D8%B1-
%D9%88%D8%AD%D8%B2%D8%A8-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87/273115; Al Jazeera AJ and
Electronic Sites, "al-Qusayr.. Muhatta Mufsaliya li Thawrat as-Siriya," Al Jazeera (20/05/2013 2013).
https://www.aljazeera.net/news/reportsandinterviews/2013/5/20/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%
B5%D9%8A%D8%B1-%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%B7%D8%A9-
%D9%85%D9%81%D8%B5%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D9%84%D8%AB%D9%88%D8%B1%D8%A9-
%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A7.

1223 531im ar-RafiT, "26/4/2013 ash-Shaykh Salim ar-RafiT fi Khutbat al-Juma‘a," YouTube (27/04/2013
2013). https://youtu.be/no5EmCOQPVw.

1224 53lim ar-RafiT, "15-3-2013 Salsila as-Sira an-Nabawiyya - Waga‘at Badr - Mukhatbat Ahl al-Qalib,"
YouTube (21/03/2013 2013). https://youtu.be/dq5fz0innMc.

253



a threat to Lebanon by the Syrian “‘Alawi state.”122> But that did not necessarily make them
radical outliers whose message centred round basic ideas of identity, drawn from the
fundamentals of Najdi Salafism. Its foundations were geopolitical and if there was a problem
then the shaykhs were only a symptom of it, having spoken as representatives of a Sunni
community where hostile views of the Syrian Regime and Iranian regional influence were

widespread.1?2¢

The charged rhetoric made it unrealistic for Lebanon’s Sunni elites to maintain a public
relationship with actors like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi1, and the shaykhs had not helped things.
Even if their messaging was not an issue, they and their associates had positioned
themselves as a destabilising force. Ash-Shahal and some close followers had been caught in
minor brawls with the Army, giving the movement a disorderly appearance at best.???” And
ash-Shahal’s vague threats of a Sunni jihad in Lebanon also raised questions of whether the
movement posed a national threat, just as ar-Rafi‘l’s calls for jihad in Syria hinted at a
looming transnational one.'?28 That would pose a problem for the centres of Sunni power,
who needed to manage political perceptions and would find such rhetoric toxic. While the

shaykhs were concerned about the Sunni community’s welfare, Sunnt leaders had to operate
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from a national position where miscalculations between elite players could trigger a much
broader security crisis. And that made any appearance of a link to the Salafi movement’s

incendiary language and provocative behaviour a dangerous liability.'?2°

But those political sensitivities were still only half of the equation, and Sunni leaders had to
consider them alongside an emerging political priority: building bridges to the parts of Sunni
society that they needed to mobilise. Issues had arisen by 2013 that made it difficult to
mobilise the public from a distance, and it was becoming difficult to resolve them by
throwing money at the problem. There was not a lack of material resources. The Hariris and
Migati were financially secure, and billboards lauding Ashraf Rifi had emerged around Tripoli
as his term ended at the start of April,123° which—considered alongside others showing him
alongside Rafiq and Saad Hariri—hinted at some ongoing material support from the Sunni
establishment despite any political tensions.'?3! By early 2013, though, Tripoli’s crucial
human resources were getting to be inaccessible. The militias had not disappeared, and in
Bab al-Tabbaneh, ‘AlGki and others like Saad al-Masri and ‘Amir Arish were local strongmen
with their own networks.?32 But those leaders were becoming increasingly hard to buy,
having come to see establishment partners like Hammud as sources of incitement rather
than support.1?23 There was space for new intermediaries and mediators who could build

indirect links from Sunnt leaders to Lebanon’s wider Sunnt public.

Leaving aside their political toxicity, the shaykhs could be a satisfactory solution to Sunni

leaders’ resource mobilisation problems by serving as intermediaries between the Sunni

1229 Nerguizian, "Lebanon at the Crossroads," 43.
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political class and public. Notwithstanding their political toxicity, actors like ash-Shahal and
ar-Rafi‘rt were potential enablers of resource mobilisation in Sunni society that served wider
national priorities. Sunni leaders could still indirectly back the militias as Miqgati did by using
his office to provide political cover—a decision that fuelled Tripoli’s lax security
environment, gave militia leaders like ‘Amir Arish borderline impunity,'?** and allowed them
to illegally support themselves. And everyone with access to resources, including Rifi and
Hammaud, could discreetly supply partners like ‘AlGki.123> But Sunni leaders needed to control

1236 or nationally

problematic excesses like extortion that fuelled anti-elite sentiments,
sensitive clashes with the Army.23” Fortunately, some Salafi shaykhs had shown the political
instincts necessary to do that—ar-Rafi‘i, for example, stressed Salafis’ commitment to
defending Sunnis rather than attacking Lebanon’s Shi‘a,'?3® and ash-Shahal evaded questions
about Salafi hostility towards the wider Lebanese system and communities like Tripoli’s
‘Alawis.12% Like the public they were polarised from the establishment. But if their advocacy
and activism helped manage Lebanon’s sensitivities and the consequences of unacceptable
conduct,!?4? they could still discreetly support public mobilisation in service of elite

interests.?4!

And for Sunnt leaders with more specific political needs like Ashraf Rifi, ash-Shahal and ar-
Rafi‘T’s political advocacy was a useful legitimising tool as the city’s violence worsened in

May. The shaykhs’ rhetoric captured the public mood on issues like fighting in Syria’s al-
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Qusayr, as ash-Shahal called Sunnis to support their coreligionists abroad,'?*? while Ahmad
al-Asir and ar-Rafi‘T called for Sunni volunteers to confront Hizbullah in Syria.1?%3 That would
be incendiary for some Sunnr leaders like Migati. As Prime Minister he had to balance his
local Trabelsi credentials against the national responsibilities of a caretaker premiership, and
denounced the clashes while warning the public against those who wanted to encourage
them.1244 But Rifi could benefit from the political climate that the shaykhs’ rhetoric had
helped reinforce. His statements echoed their narratives of politicised Sunnt vulnerability,
accusing the ADP in Jabel Mohsen of triggering the clashes for Hizbullah,?%> even if he
avoided sectarian language that explicitly linked him to the Salafi movement. And he took
the same view that the militias had acted in self-defence at a time when external forces

obstructed a ceasefire,1%4°

while linking the clashes to violence further afield in al-Qusayr
while warning that Trabelsi men would defend the city.1?%” That co-optation of the Salafis’
message had political costs, and some observers accused Rifi of abandoning his old ISF

professionalism to the point where he was almost indistinguishable from the city’s shaykhs
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and their message.1?*® But it linked his political interests to the public one in a shifting
conflict that sectarian rhetoric from the shaykhs had reinforced.'24° Even though a clear
relationship was still unwise amidst national sensitivities, that relationship was less valuable
than the co-optation of the Salafis’ political identity and framing, which could channel public

outrage in ways that legitimised his position and his interests.1>0

But Rifi’s indirect co-optation of the Salafi movement was the exception rather than the rule,
and most of the Sunni political class would care more about using the shaykhs to help
mobilise human resources for the fighting. That process would have to be just as indirect.
Giving money and political cover to the militias would be enough to enable but not manage
them, and when even Rifi avoided any indications of direct control,?>! steering the militias
required complementary pressure.'?>2 And Sunni leaders recognised that ash-Shahal, ar-
Rafi‘l, and others like Zakariya al-Masri could help do that. The resulting arrangements were
opaque but there were hints—albeit in the form of politicised allegations—of Sunnr elites’
wider strategy, as Future Movement representatives accused Miqati of supporting ar-Rafi‘i
with “$20,000 USD per month,”12%3 and pro-Syrian sources later claimed that Salafis
including ar-Rafi‘T cooperated with Hammuad.'?>* That may have resulted in a lack of direct
control, but that indirectness was a feature rather than a defect in the relationship. Sunni
leaders wanted the shaykhs to apply their own judgment and influence from an established

position in Sunni society, and did not—as observers like Nabil Rahim noted—have principled
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objections to sectarian rhetoric.12>> And it made more sense as part of a larger picture of
mobilisation where the militias offered manpower and their established grievances set them
against Sunni leaders’ targets like the ADP, while the shaykhs’ influence helped curtail the
dangerous behavioural excesses.!?°® Rather than asserting direct leadership over the wider
Sunni community, the centres of Sunni power were content to enable the shaykhs and the
sort of sectarian conflict that their rhetoric encouraged,'?>” backing them as indirect
partners who reframed and redefined community grievances according to their own outlook

and political instincts.12>®

Although those relationships were not close or entirely obvious, that distance and its
downsides were politically necessary for Sunni leaders. Co-opting the shaykhs was still an
imperfect solution to Sunni leaders’ diverse problems after the Miqgati government’s March
2013 resignation. By the middle of the year there were obvious control issues. Violence in
Tripoli would continue towards the year’s end thanks to tensions below and encouragement
from above, and the shaykhs remained an indirect asset that channelled militia activities in
roughly the same direction as elites’ national priorities.'?> But while mobilising resources
towards the shaykhs had benefits, it risked detaching them from the structures of Sunni
power. There had been signs of their growing independence from society, like April’s

disputes that saw Tripoli’s Salafi shaykhs like ar-Rafit and Salafi militia leaders like Husam as-
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Sabagh assert the militias’ right to extort the public.1?%® And as tensions between the Sunni
public and establishment deepened after June’s crackdown on Ahmad al-Asir in Sidon, the
shaykhs positioned themselves against the Sunni establishment and more moderate local
actors. In the crisis meetings between ar-Rafi‘l, ash-Shahal, Hammud, and Trabelsi militia
and civil leaders, ar-Rafir and ash-Shahal sided with militant figures like as-Sabagh, and
withdrew over objections to other attendees’ proposed “moderate” response.'?® And as
Tripoli’s militias continued to occasionally exceed their remit to the point that it required
Army intervention,'26? it was hard to ignore the costs of facilitating Tripoli’s Salafis as
partners. Sunni leaders’ ongoing interest in national competition made it unwise to overly
limit public behaviour, and the decentralisation of Sunni politics made a common strategy
unlikely. But they needed constraints to maintain the general structure of Sunni politics and

regulate ash-Shahal, ar-Rafi‘l, and other shaykhs’ place in it.

Repressing Political Liabilities & Structural Challenges

Repression would complement Sunnt leaders’ indirect facilitation efforts with necessary
constraints, limiting the perceived political liabilities or systemic threats from the Salafis
through an often-subtle process of signals and warnings. There had been more transparent
examples of what repression could look like—June’s crackdown on Ahmad al-Asir and his
fighters in Sidon, for example, showed how far the crackdowns could go. The Sidon

crackdown itself was confirmation that Sunni leaders only saw a limited space for marginal
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actors like the Salafis, driving the shaykh into hiding and many fighters aligned with him to
jail.1283 But while the spark that triggered the eventual crackdown—an attack on an Army
checkpoint—was obvious, the fact that al-Asir’s fighters had previously clashed with
Hizbullah-affiliated counterparts was a confusing detail.1264 Even amidst the paralysis that
followed Miqgati’s March resignation, there was a question of why a crackdown had occurred
in Sidon but not in Tripoli—there, Salafis had been involved in those clashes, including some
that struck the Army. And the shaykhs themselves added little clarity about the issue with
public statements that held neither al-Asir nor the state totally accountable—ar-Rafi‘l

blamed Hizbullah’s role within Lebanon,26°

and like ash-Shahal he pointed to the Syrian and
Iranian state interference that both men saw behind it.22%¢ The Sidon crackdown was still an
illustrative case, showing that the centres of power expected marginal actors to respect
certain boundaries. But the Salafis’ reading of the issue did not explain if or how their

counterpart down south had transgressed them.1267
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Al-Asir’s experience also conveyed a crucial lesson: the centres of power would not extend
political cover to marginal players who seemed like a political liability. Migati was still
Lebanon’s Prime Minister while Sidon was the Hariris’ hometown, and the absence of any
crackdown suggested that as in Tripoli, they had used their position to shield all but the most
destabilising behaviour.1?%® As shown by remarks in coming weeks from March 14 MP and
sister of Rafiq Hariri, Bahiya Hariri, the boundaries of acceptability were political rather than
legal: violence was not necessarily bad but attacks on the Army were toxic. To that end, her
commitments to Lebanese civic identity distanced the Party from actors like al-Asir, and she
expressed confidence in President Fouad Siniora and the Army while condemning the Migati
government’s failures to secure Lebanon since 2011.12¢° But the mobilisation of a violent
movement outside the Sunni establishment’s control was less of an issue, and even if she
framed the Army as a political red line, she still sympathised with al-Asir and avoided undue
comments on the clashes with Hizbullah.?’% And the Salafis would recognise the hint. Even if
ash-Shahal’s former associate Bilal Dagmaq would blame the political establishment in

coming years,?’!

ash-Shahal himself did not raise firm public objections to the crackdown at
the time even if he worried about the implications for the community.'?’2 Similarly, ar-
Rafi‘v’s advice to supporters against displaying weapons at the ensuing protests—after
warnings from officials—showed that the shaykh could see and respect the boundaries.'?’3

He knew that Sunni leaders had their own political interests in a Lebanese system that they

1268 pavenport, State Repression and the Domestic Democratic Peace, 179-80.
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controlled, and that threatening them was an unacceptable transgression that could provoke

an overwhelming response.!?74

Unlike the Sidon crackdown, the August mosque bombings by the Syrian regime showed that
perceptions of a systemic threat from marginal actors were just as likely to attract repression
as a specific political problem. The blasts might have invited a sense that they were an attack
on the city’s Salafi movement, hitting ar-RafiI’s at-Tagwa mosque and the as-Salam mosque
of another Salafi named Bilal al-Baradi.?’> But Damascus’s actual target was unclear, and
the most that a Lebanese judge could initially allege was that the Syrian regime had tasked
Lebanese partners with targeting political and religious figures, if not specifically the
Salafis.'?’® For confessional leaders like Migati the ambiguity was a relief, when speculation
could inflame tensions and he was not looking for more problems.'?’” But the shaykhs had

1278 \while ash-

fewer doubts. Ar-Rafi‘tand HUM blamed Damascus for August’s bombings,
Shahal suggested that the Syrian regime wanted to export violence to Lebanon.'?’° That was
an understandable view when the bombings were not the first attack on them in 2013 —
someone had already shot ar-Rafir near his mosque in April, in an attack that he attributed

to Trabelsi support for Syria’s opposition.128% And state investigators would later support it

1274 Davenport, State Repression and the Domestic Democratic Peace, 49.
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to some extent, accusing pro-regime figures in Tripoli including some ADP members of

involvement, 128 alongside Syrian intelligence officers.1282

While the mosque bombings’ precise motive would remain slightly unclear, the uncertainty
showed that the perceptions of a threat from the Salafis mattered more than the reality.
Between their advocacy against the regime as representatives of the community and activist
efforts to send Tripoli’s Sunnis to fight in Syria,'?®3 the shaykhs had positioned themselves in
a way that would make Damascus nervous. Even without clear evidence that they were a
demonstrable problem in their own right, the Syrian regime had taken their rhetoric and
behaviour as a sign that they were part of a wider landscape of threats. Like the massacres in
Bab al-Tabbaneh that destroyed HTI’s emirate in the eighties, that made the bombings into
less of a response to a specific transgression than a message to potential or perceived ones:
opposition to the Syrian system in even the most menial ways would attract a violent

reaction.1284

But while June’s crackdown and the mosque bombings were dramatic illustrations of what

could happen and why, the establishment’s warnings against an overreaction to the latter
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showed that the mechanisms of repression were often a more subtle exercise in signalling
between Tripoli’s Salafis and the centres of Sunni power. While the shaykhs’ responses to
earlier incidents like the Sidon crackdown and ar-Rafi’s shooting had been cautious and
deferred to the authorities,*?8> the bombings exhausted whatever was left of their patience.
HUM and ar-Rafi‘T were clear: the state had abandoned Tripoli and there needed to be a
discussion about whether the city’s Sunni community could handle its own security.'?%® But

Sunni leaders were unenthusiastic. The Future Movement rejected the idea,?®’

just as other
Muslim and Christian religious leaders, local political officials, and state security officers
warned against independent measures outside state auspices.!?%® And the subtext was
obvious. Even if the state and actors in society had not yet taken any action, the shaykhs
were moving in a direction that was politically toxic and would be well-advised to stop and
think carefully about what they were doing. There were no objective political laws that made
it impossible for Tripoli’s Salafis to talk about the general idea of new security arrangements,

or even ones that made it for ash-Shahal to publicly claim that the movement had adopted

it.1289 But the unmistakeable social reality of the situation was that in doing so, they were
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sending an inconvenient signal to the centres of Sunni power. And in response, the centres

of Sunni power had sent a dangerous signal back.1?%°

Ash-Shahal, ar-Rafi‘l, and other Trabelsi Salafis recognised the demobilising pressures and
shaped their behaviour accordingly. The shaykhs’ advocacy had not changed—ar-Rafi‘ still
criticised failures to deliver justice for Tripoli and Sunnis generally,?°! and ash-Shahal
continued attacking the state and political class.'?°2 And activism within certain boundaries
remained acceptable. Ash-Shahal kept leading minor protests against security force
behaviour,?°3 just as contemporaries like Zakaria al-Masri warned that violence would
continue while the bombings’ perpetrators remained free.'?% But beyond that, they chose
their words carefully to avoid creating problems like the crackdown in Sidon and the mosque
bombings.12% Ar-RafiT was publicly content to leave physical security to the state,*?% and
while ash-Shahal did not walk back local security proposals that would usurp the
government’s role in Tripoli, he deflected questions of whether he was still firmly behind the

idea, emphasising the security vacuum and the threat to Sunnis.?’ And they discussed
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Tripoli’s security in cautious terms that relied heavily on religious symbolism and language—
ar-Rafi‘7 left responsibility for ultimately avenging the bombings to God,'??® and ash-Shahal
promised that Sunnis would confront disbelief, oppression, and attacks on their ‘agida.1?*°
Like with many secular scholars, the shaykhs’ insecurity and isolation made their advocacy
and activism understandable. But they also understood that despite their nominal
independence, they operated with the tacit approval of passive-aggressive authorities who

rarely sent clear messages.3% Survival required them to read the situation, avoid

accidentally threatening insecure superiors, and spare themselves a violent backlash.3%

As Tripoli’s security plan started and stalled in October, that responsiveness to warnings
from above distinguished ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘’’'s marginal position from that of Sunni
leaders who could renegotiate their position more freely. The plan initially saw basic
measures in wider Tripoli—traffic stops, identification checks, and the like—with promises of
targeted intervention in Bab al-Tabbaneh and Jabel Mohsen from caretaker interior minister
Marwan Charbel.}3%? |t included workable solutions to the militia problem including general
security arrangements, offers of official jobs, and promises to cancel arrest warrants that
addressed the insecurity and deprivation beneath the unrest.13% And reports of Hammud
and ar-Rafi‘l’'s attempts to register a company to provide the jobs suggested that
intermediaries like some shaykhs were on board.3% But it quickly stalled and Lebanon’s

elites were—tellingly—unable to agree on whose fault that was. Charbel warned that
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Lebanese elites still supported the fighting,13% triggering a defensive response from Migati
who accused his minister of dodging responsibility and insisted that the state would
prevail.13% Meanwhile, the Future Movement’s Mustafa Alloush attacked Miqati for
politically covering Tripoli’s militias and enabling the violence.'3%” And Rifi denounced the
plan, called Migati and his colleagues to prioritise the city’s interests, and demanded a
crackdown on local Syrian government partners—alluding to the ADP—while defending
militia leaders as Tripoli’s “sons” who had defended themselves.13%® The Army’s
implementation of the plan’s early stages showed that repression was feasible despite the
limits of state capacity after Migati’s resignation. But a serious resolution depended on
Sunni confessional leaders’ own calculations, and so long as they did not face the same

demobilising pressures in Lebanon’s domestic context, there was nothing forcing them to

change their behaviour until the violence stopped seeming like a political asset.3%

That left Lebanese elites in control of the situation even if Tripoli’s minor players like the
Salafis still enjoyed some independence, and the former would preserve space for the latter
to operate so long as they perceived an asset rather than a liability. There would not be
another crackdown like the one in Sidon even as clashes in Bab al-Tabbaneh and Jabel

Mohsen continued, drawing further allegations that Sunni elites were enabling local partners
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1309 Cunningham, "Veto Players and Civil War Duration," 879-80.

268



like the Salafis.'319 But for Sunni leaders there was no need for one. The indirect
relationships of facilitation between them and actors in wider society were inherently
dangerous, but they were also discreet enough to avoid giving the allegations of extremist
sympathies any serious political impacts.'3!! That did not mean their objectives mirrored
those of the shaykhs. Ar-Rafi‘ still wanted the authorities to arrest the mosque bombings’
perpetrators and crack down on the ADP, warning that the security plan would fail until that
happened.’31? For his part, ash-Shahal still openly accused Migati of betraying Tripoli’s
Sunnis, and called fighters to continue defending themselves as necessary.'313 And ‘AlGki
welcomed the Army deployment in Bab al-Tabbaneh while warning of unrest until the ADP’s
Rifaat Eid was arrested,'3* while Migati’s established client—Saad al-Masri—expressed

confidence in Migati but said that tensions would last until the mosque bombings’

1310 Amwage, "Akhtar min al-Jarima Allati Jarrat fi Bab at-Tabbana li ‘Amal Jabal Muhsin," Amwage
(03/11/2013 2013). http://www.amwagenews.com/?p=12995; al-Madina, "Lubnan: Akthar min 55
Qatilan wa Jarthan f Ishtibakat “Bab at-Tabbana” wa “Jabal Muhsin”," al-Madina (26/10/2013 2013).
https://www.al-madina.com/article/261500/%D9%84%D8%A8%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%86-
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perpetrators faced justice.'31> All told, there was a common thread between those marginal
players’ views: the centres of power could decide where the situation went, who they

supported, and if or when they launched a more serious security crackdown.

But if the Lebanese political class was in control of the situation, then there was a question
of when the space for actors like the shaykhs was going to shift again. The same
demobilising dynamic which made their situation appear stagnant towards the end of 2013
also meant that it could shift. That was a potential problem for actors like ash-Shahal and ar-
Rafi‘l, whose rhetoric towards Lebanon’s ‘Alawt and Shi‘T communities, for example, was still
inflammatory.316 Certain Sunnf leaders like Rifi had tolerated and even embraced their
message for political ends, and understandably so. By the end of the year, the media was
beginning to speculate about whether he was surpassing Miqgati as Tripoli’s legitimate
national representative.’3!” But that indirect relationship reflected Rifi’s own context as one
of the major players in Sunni national politics. And when the national political context in

2013 had been defined by disruptive institutional paralysis after Migati’s resignation, it was

1315 Janoubia, "Sa‘ad al-Masri: al-Hall fi Tarabulus bi Taslim Manfadhi at-Tafjir." an-Nahar, "Sa‘ad al-
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difficult to ignore the possibility of a correction which changed that context again. A
demobilising combination of facilitation and repression from above had left space for ash-
Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T to speak and act as they did, but it was ultimately the product of
intervention by the centres of power who defined the shaykhs’ context. That invited a
reasonable assumption: as Sunni leaders’ own position and interests changed, they would
use the same demobilising processes to reshape the space for the shaykhs. For their part,

the shaykhs would need to choose between adapting to the new circumstances or leaving.

Salafi Adaptation to Shifting Space

Lebanese leaders’ demobilising influence meant that as they reached a new national
settlement in 2014, ash-Shahal and ar-Rafir’s future would depend on whether they
adapted their advocacy and activism to changing political space. The political class which
shaped that space could not afford to leave things as they were, and were becoming
increasingly exposed to the costs of national competition as the country approached the
new year. The clearest indicator of where things were heading was arguably Tripoli, where
circumstances had not stabilised and the situation was not entirely under control. Sunni
leaders were partly responsible for ongoing clashes in Bab al-Tabbaneh and Jabel
Mohsen, 318 despite a military presence.’®!® And it was hard for them to ignore the pile of
political problems. Some were well-established and outside Sunni leaders’ control, like ar-
Rafi‘v’s continued denunciations of Hizbullah’s support for an Assad regime that was killing

Sunnis.'320 But others, like ash-Shahal’s attacks on the state and its perceived failures,

1318 31-Arab, "Tasa‘id Hidat al-Ishtabakat bi Tarabulus Shamal Lubnan," al-Arab (02/12/2013 2013).
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Shorouk News (03/12/2013 2013).
https://www.shorouknews.com/news/view.aspx?cdate=03122013&id=bea2b916-a8cd-4616-9da5-
c3c419a3d2b3.
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reflected problems that Sunni leaders had at least some ability to fix.132! The underlying
challenges were complex, and security officials had warned that tensions over Syria and the
Sunni public’s polarisation from national leaders would prevent an easy resolution to
problems like Tripoli’s.1322 But incidents like the December assassination of March 14’s
Muhammad Chatah and an early January bombing in Beirut’s Hizbullah-dominated southern
suburbs suggested that confessional leaders would not be safe as Lebanon’s instability
worsened,3?3 and they needed to find some kind of solution before things became too

dangerous.13%4

As that national instability became unbearable even for the Lebanese political class, it raised
questions for marginal players of how to adapt. For one, looming national shifts suggested

that Sunni leaders were about to reconsider how they influenced the political opportunities
and roles of ash-Shahal, ar-Rafi‘i, and others.!32> And there was a more complex question of

how the centres of Sunni power would redefine the “space” in which the shaykhs could

1321 Antoine Amrieh, "Talks Avert Anticipated Tripoli Clashes," McClatchy - Tribune Business News
(Washington), 07/12/2013 2013,
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07&rft.volume=&rft.issue=&rft.spage=&rft.isbn=&rft.btitle=&rft.title=McClatchy+-
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Bayrat al-Jandbiyya," France24 (02/01/2014 2014). https://www.france24.com/ar/20140102-
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operate—put simply, what behaviours, associations, issues, and the like would be out-of-
bounds? That political space was an abstract issue and a difficult thing to describe plainly.132
And that was precisely why 2014 would be a delicate period for actors like the shaykhs, who
needed to read the situation carefully and avoid doing things that invited a catastrophic

response from above.13%7

The warning signal for Lebanon’s marginal players was specific to the Lebanese context:
February’s new government, which signalled shifts in Sunnileaders’ engagement with actors
like the Salafis. Migati’s March 2013 resignation had left Lebanon’s national institutions
paralysed or at least slightly ataxic, incentivising competition outside of them while limiting
the likely costs for doing so. But the new government signalled that competition within the
institutionalised confines of the state were going to become a realistic political option once
again. And Tammam Salaam’s new cabinet confirmed that by giving Sunni confessional
leaders a few small successes: Nouad Machnouk and Ashraf Rifi, among others, would
represent the Future Movement in the Interior and Justice Ministries respectively, giving the
Sunni establishment access to government, while the absence of Hizbullah’s “blocking third”
made another damaging national shock less likely.13%28 And the May expiry of President
Michel Sleiman’s term was not far off, offering the Sunni establishment a fresh chance for
structured competition with March 8 and Hizbullah in the more structured confines of the
Lebanese state’s constitutional processes. But all of that was less promising for Tripoli’s
Salafis. From their perspective as actors with less influence over Sunni politics, it was a

looming threat. While Sunnr elites had used them to mobilise resources when Tripoli’s
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2014).
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violence was an informal institution,3?° their value in national political disputes like the

presidency was going to be limited.330

With a new government that shifted the position and interests of Sunni elites, the Salafi
movement faced a renewed risk of repression. It was not necessarily a disaster,
notwithstanding rumours that the Hariris were abandoning them.33! The shaykhs’ advocacy
still had a sympathetic ear—Ashraf Rifi, for one, remained grounded in Tripoli’s Sunni
community and still had reasons to co-opt their narratives.'*32 Rifi’s ministry ensured that
from the shaykhs’ perspective, Sunni leaders were divided instead of being inherently
hostile. But ash-Shahal, ar-Rafi‘T, and other Salafis’ networks and role as informal partners to
the political class was going to decline as Sunni leaders’ needs changed.3*3 Their role and
rhetoric had responded to the circumstances of Sunni society, making them assets for
confessional leaders to co-opt after Migati’s March 2013 resignation and the
decentralisation of Sunni confessional power. But most of Lebanon’s political class, and
especially its members with prominent roles in March 14 and March 8, had different needs
to figures like Ashraf Rifi. They were operating in a new political environment that needed
different partners and would need to reconsider what relationships they maintained or
abandoned. As their patterns of demobilising influence shifted, the same sorts of
calculations that had made the shaykhs into assets that merited facilitation could turn them

into liabilities that the Sunni centres of power needed to repress.334
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And just as the new government meant that Sunni leaders’ dealings with the Salafis could
shift, other domestic and regional pressures made it likely that they would. Regional
interests had undeniably helped stabilise Lebanon: Iran’s government wanted better
relations with Saudi Arabia and pressed March 8 to reach a settlement, while Riyadh
supported the Future Movement concessions that allowed one. But regional and domestic
pressures were bad for Salafis. Saad Hariri depended on foreign partners who considered
Salafism politically toxic—something evident in his outreach to Saudi and Egyptian officials
and his vows to wipe out Sunni extremism.33> And Salafis could not change their reputation
as a domestic force that fuelled instability—a point Hizbullah’s Hasan Nasrallah understood

as he framed Syria as a sectarian war against Salafi threats like “Islamic State.”1336

The shaykhs’ rhetoric was also going to be part of the problem as those overlapping
pressures forced new sensitivities to emerge in 2014. Ash-Shahal had distanced himself from
extremist understandings of takfir and “cutting necks,”*33” and tried to make a nuanced
argument for defending Sunnis in Syria.338 But his continued framing of Syria’s Uprising as
jihad suggested that he could not bring himself to change as much as some observers would
want him to.133° Similarly, ar-Rafi‘T had counselled against radical understandings of takfir
and jihad in late 2013’s Friday sermons while encouraging congregants to respect Lebanon’s
multi-confessional society.!3%° Yet the shaykh still condemned attacks on Sunnis outside
Lebanon and international powers’ war against Islam.1341 All that left him and ash-Shahal

with some awkward problems. They were only willing to do so much to meet changing
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expectations and could not really convince everybody that they were separate from Tripoli’s
militias and jihadi movements.3*2 And Sunni leaders had to consider the security of their
own position relative to other elites, amidst growing regional and domestic pressure to give
the shaykhs less space. If the shaykhs could not accommodate Sunni leaders’ needs, then
the Salafi movement’s advocacy risked becoming a perceived liability and its activism risked

being seen as a threat.!343

Those projected problems turned into real ones as Tripoli’s April security plan came into
effect. As expected, Sunni leaders’ demobilisation strategy shifted and marginal actors who

fell outside the new norms would have no place in the new order. Nouad Machnouk’s public

late March announcement of the plan served the national need to stabilise things,34*

especially in Bab al-Tabbaneh and Jabel Mohsen.'34> But the plan also allowed Sunni
confessional elites to end their private relationships with the people and things that had

helped make the violence happen. Besides demolishing barricades and raiding weapons

1346

caches,3%¢ security forces had warrants for leaders like the ADP’s Rifaat Eid,*3*’ as well as

Sunni militia leaders from Bab al-Tabbaneh like Ziyad ‘Aluki who initially fled but eventually

surrendered in May.1348
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For high-profile Salafis with politically toxic histories, April’s security crackdown was a
political challenge and the shaykhs needed to adapt to elite expectations. The situation was
difficult but it was possible to survive it by visibly disassociating from anything those in
power disliked, avoiding an impression of being a liability, and thus preventing a dangerous
response. That would be impossible for some jihadi radicals like Omar Bakri Fustuq, of
course, who were immediately marked for arrest.?3*° But other figures still had a chance to
shift their advocacy and activism in ways that avoided sending the wrong signals. Ash-Shahal
still advocated against the state, accusing Hizbullah of a national takeover but
acknowledging that the Hariris had unique interests.?**® And while ar-Rafi‘tand HUM made
similar claims and used their religious stature to warn local officials against excesses,*3*! they
acknowledged the shifting boundaries that made further clashes unacceptable and advised
militias to surrender or go to Syria.!3>2 There were still brushes with authorities, notably
including security forces’ confiscation of two of ash-Shahal’s vehicles and arrest of two
bodyguards for possessing illegal weapons. But ash-Shahal’s angry insistence on the return

of his cars and pragmatic silence about the guns was a sensible accommodation of Sunni
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leaders’ changing calculations.*>® The Sunni political class had always balanced the political
risks from local partners against the threat from national competitors,'3>* but as national
circumstances stabilised and the competition in Tripoli declined, Sunnt leaders expected

their partners to withdraw from violence and would repress those who could not.13>

While ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘1 had handled the initial crackdown as well as they could,
further arrests in July were a reminder that the repression ultimately depended on Sunni
leaders’ ability, interests, and perceptions of the marginal actors. Around the middle of the
month the Army arrested Husam as-Sabagh, a jihadi figure with history as a facilitator for
organisations including al-Qa‘ida and “Islamic State.” The arrest was publicly destabilising—
as-Sabagh’s detention angered jihadi supporters and Salafis like ar-Rafir had to scramble to
stop the resulting protests from turning into violence.’®*® And it did not help that the actors
who could calm things like ar-Rafi‘Tand HUM were incensed, denouncing the arrest as part
of a pattern of arbitrary detentions,'3*7 just as Ashraf Rifi echoed allegations of double
standards between the treatment of detainees from areas like Bab al-Tabbaneh, and others
from Jabel Mohsen.13>8 Given the fallout, the blowback might have seemed like something

that had been forced on the Hariris—between American and INTERPOL officials’ calls for as-
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Sabagh’s arrest, any political cover seemed unrealistic.3>® But between Machnouk’s recent
visit to Riyadh and the Hariris’ general interest in rebranding as a moderate force, the reality
was that even if Tripoli’s Salafis did not want to seem like problems, the Sunni establishment
viewed them as toxic actors who were best avoided. Saad Hariri had signalled that there was
no sentimental quality which might preserve their relationship—speaking at an event the
night before the arrest, he disparaged those who “committed a crime against Tripoli” and
hid “behind what is happening in Iraq and Syria.”*3%? It was a political exercise for Sunni
leaders that needed to accommodate other domestic and regional pressures. They would

not risk their position just to maintain space for Salafis in Lebanese society.36?

That said, it was an exercise in demobilisation rather than control and the situation still left
the shaykhs with political agency and space. As ar-Rafi‘i showed, it was possible to survive by
accommodating the interests of Sunni leaders. In August, the centres of Sunni power drew
their own judgments about whether to ignore or co-opt figures like ar-Rafi‘l. The shaykh’s
advocacy positioned him as an opposition figure, with Friday sermons that denounced a
negligent Sunni state and its failure to confront Hizbullah or avoid aiding the oppression of
Tripoli’s Sunnis.1362 But his role depended on Sunni leaders’ own judgments. He still had a

backer in Ashraf Rifi, whose profile as a local Trabelsi figure made it reasonable to demand
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the acknowledgement and support of new Sunni entities like HUM.3%3 Ar-RafiT would not be
a partner for Saad Hariri though, who had taken the same anti-extremist positions as Saudi
officials and was looking to build an image as a moderate.'3%* Instead, the Future Movement
preferred someone like Abdel Latif Derian—Dar al-Fatwa’s new Saudi and Egyptian-backed
chief, with a national orientation and anti-extremist stance—who Hariri honoured with a
public lunch in August.?3%> The establishment was still going to co-opt ar-Rafi‘7’s religious
activism to solve certain problems like the kidnapping of Army soldiers in the border town of
‘Arsal,136¢ where the Future Movement’s Nouad Machnouk deputised HUM and ar-Rafi‘T as
consultant mediators. Naysayers could argue that the outcome of that was not perfect—the
resulting deal failed immediately, fighting broke out, and someone shot Salim ar-Rafi‘1.1367
But the situation was still an illustration of where ar-Rafi‘l stood and why. His role in
Lebanon’s national landscape was not a sign of principled acquiescence or opposition to

political authority. Instead, it reflected the relationship that Sunni leaders cared to build with

him as someone whose political advocacy and religious activism might serve their interests.

Conversely, ash-Shahal’s disastrous October departure also showed that it was possible to

position oneself outside of that shifting political space. That month was a sensitive time,
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thanks to reported agreements between extremist groups to strike Hizbullah in Lebanon,368

and the resulting investigation that linked some of them to various Lebanese figures
including one of ash-Shahal’s occasional associates, Khaled Dhaher.*%° That triggered
nationwide raids including the ones in Bab al-Tabbaneh that turned into two days of armed

1370

clashes,’” necessitating a ceasefire facilitated by Najib Migati, Future Movement

representatives, and others.'3’! The tensions meant that Tripoli’s Salafis had to speak
carefully, as ar-Rafi‘T’s colleagues in HUM understood. To that end, they liaised with Ashraf

1372

Rifi and invited the media to see the return of relative peace,**’* while discouraging attacks

on the Army.1373 But ash-Shahal was prepared to make a more antagonistic position. His
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proclamations identified Sunnit soldiers as traitors who were going to hell for defending Shi,
Syrian, and Iranian interests that he and ar-Rafi‘i framed as the principal threat to the Sunni
community.?3”* And while his counterparts in HUM had urged caution, he made threats

against Lebanon’s Army.1375

If there was a lesson in Shaykh ash-Shahal’s response to Tripoli’s October incident, it was
that understanding the dynamics which shaped his role and responding to them were two
separate things. While his public remarks gave an understandably bad impression,
authorities’ discovery of weapons in his colleague Bilal Dagmaq’s house made things worse.
And after a warrant was issued for his arrest,'3’ the shaykh’s defences did nothing to
manage the demobilising pressure that was coming down on top of him. He tacitly
acknowledged that the centres of Sunni power had co-opted Salafis like himself, reminding
the media of the movement’s role in maintaining stability during Tripoli’s violence. But
demanding the guns’ return and protesting that “this is not the way we are handled” ignored
the changes to Sunni leaders’ priorities, to say nothing of how they influenced the structural

context where actors like him operated.'®”” The shaykh still had agency—he exercised it by
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%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%DI%8A%D8%A7%D8%B1-
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leaving for Saudi Arabia. But he had used it in a way that fell outside the space where the
centres of power expected him to work. In doing so, he had made his place in Lebanon’s

national politics untenable.!378

Conclusions & Questions

Ash-Shahal’s October 2014 departure showed that his, ar-Rafi‘l, and other Salafis’ role in
national politics could be understood simply as a reflection of their structural context and
the demobilising influence that the centres of power had on their place in it. That
demobilisation had been especially visible after Migati’s March 2013 resignation freed
confessional elites to instrumentally facilitate and repress marginal actors. And it had
ensured that as Lebanon’s political class resolved the country’s institutional paralysis in
2014, the ensuing crackdown narrowed the space where the Salafis could safely operate.
The shaykhs’ position in all that had been fragile. Between the national competition with
March 8 and the decentralisation of confessional power, Sunni leaders had overlapping
priorities. And given Salafism’s political toxicity, there was no good reason to expect
anything besides an instrumental demobilising relationship that saw Sunni elites co-opt
actors like the shaykhs when their political advocacy or religious activism added value, and
repress them when they looked like liabilities. Ash-Shahal’s case was a reminder that Salafis
still had agency and could use it in more or less constructive ways. But the boundaries in
which they exercised that judgment reflected demobilising influence from the centres of

power, which loomed over their structural context and defined their place in it.

That demobilisation arrangement was not unique to Salafi shaykhs like ash-Shahal and ar-
Rafi‘l. Other actors like Bilal Dagmaqg and ‘Amid Hammud recognised the influence of the
centres of Sunni power. Speaking to the media from Turkey, both understood that Sunni

leaders’ priorities had shifted and avoided any signals that would draw the wrong kind of
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attention. Asked about the militias, Hammud avoided any firm admission of involvement,
while Dagmagq suggested that he—like other Salafis—was a moderating influence during
2013’s violence and evaded questions about guns in his house. The evasions were
understandable. Like ash-Shahal, both lacked confidence in state independence and were
concerned that they would face arbitrary repression rather than fair treatment. And
Dagmagq’s claims that he was buying Turkish electrical supplies suggested that he had found
new work or wanted to send benign signals to Lebanese authorities. Taken in that light, their
reassurances that they wanted to come home suggested that they were not waiting for a
pardon or some indication that authorities had decided to ignore them.'3”° They understood
that like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi1, they needed to navigate a system where the centres of
power reshaped marginal actors’ political space, and avoid any indication that they were

more of a liability than an asset in the meantime.

But there were unresolved questions about Salafis’ role in national politics, even after events
in 2013 and 2014. The reliance on facilitation and repression suggested a pattern of
demobilisation by the centres of power, but that pattern allowed for an alternate
outcome—actors’ disengagement from politics—that was under the shaykhs’ control more
than that of Sunni leaders.13% It was equally unclear whether ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi’s
agency after 2011 as political advocates or religious activists was generalisable to all Salafi
movements. The notion that Salafis exercised agency within limits was still sensible—there
were instances of that in the history of Trabelsi Salafi and activist movements, and it
explained ash-Shahal’s shifting national role after 2005 as well as the original Najdi ‘ulama
and Sahwa’s role in Saudi Arabia. But whether the dynamics visible in 2013 and 2014 were
good indications of all Salafis’ national roles reflected the structure of their context and

place relative to its centres of power was another issue that invited further discussion.
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Limited Solutions to Expansive Problems

It was possible to understand Da‘T al-Islam ash-Shahal and Salim ar-Rafi‘l’s trajectory from
2005 to 2014 in simple terms: as figures in Lebanon’s national politics, their role reflected
the structure of their context and place relative to the centres of power in it. That was not to
ignore the more complex details in their story—their religious roots in Najdi Salafism, the
social dynamics of Tripoli’s Sunni community, and the personal agency that shaped their
political advocacy for the community and activism within Tripoli’s religious circles. Rather, it
was to say that their national political role as representatives of the Sunni public could be
sufficiently explained as a structural phenomenon in the local Lebanese context. But that
local quality also raised its own issues. Would other Salafi cases beg the same questions that
ash-Shahal’s funeral and ar-Rafi‘r’s comments to the media did? And to what extent was that
structural explanation based on resource mobilisation and contentious politics theories

applicable to Salafis more generally?

Three issues warranted further attention. First, the shaykhs’ trajectories from 2005 to 2014
addressed permanent questions about Salafis’ politics, but the Lebanese context during that
time represented a passing opportunity to address them. Second, the cases and their
context—ash-Shahal, ar-Rafi‘l, and Lebanon—accurately illustrated the demobilising
processes of contentious politics that shaped Salafis’ role in the national landscape, but
other cases more exhaustively showed how Salafis could exercise agency and elite actors
could reshape their operating space. Third, resource mobilisation theory helped define the
marginality that made the shaykhs distinct from the centres of power that shaped their
national context, while still struggling to capture Salafism’s influence on their role or the
cultural factors that made them into national leaders of the Salafi movement in the first
place. But that was not necessarily an issue when the resource mobilisation approach did
not so much ignore those details—instead, it made them manageable problems. Like the
original questions about the influence of Salafism and structural context and the theories of
contentious politics, it offered a viable way of understanding the national environment and
role of Salafi actors, while working around the complexities that arose when trying to

describe every single detail of their lives and work.
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Old Problems & Solutions

The Discourse-Actor Gap

What made the two Lebanese shaykhs’ cases interesting was that they and Lebanon’s
troubles from 2005 to 2014 offered a fleeting opportunity to address lasting questions.
Beyond 2014, the typologies of “quietist,” “haraki,” and “jihadr’ Salafi discourse could not
explain an actor like Salim ar-Rafi‘l, for example. The shaykh remained at-Taqwa Mosque’s
imam and his statements offered contradictory hints of apolitical quietism, political activism,
and violent intentions. To some, his support for jihad in Syria remained unsettling and hinted
at extremist leanings.138! But he still vocally supported “Saad Hariri...against extremism,” and
for figures with similar anti-Hizbullah and anti-establishment positions like Ashraf Rifi,}38? the
shaykh’s reputation and rhetoric were useful. On the eighth anniversary of August 2013’s
mosque bombings Rifi appeared with Shaykhs Bilal Barudi and ar-Rafi‘T, who condemned the
Syrian regime over its role while demanding accountability in Lebanon for the bombings and
later incidents like August 2020’s Beirut port explosion.138 But the shaykh was also not a
partner of state power and continued denouncing state failures to manage challenges like

the COVID pandemic.138*

Shaykh Salim’s mixed messaging highlighted a general problem with typologies based on
discourse: it was difficult to rationalise and predict his behaviour with reference to his
rhetoric alone, and it was hard to say what he really thought from the little that he did as a
figure in the national context. A reductive approach—most notably that certain “marker
issues” placed actors on a spectrum spanning from Islamic modernism to jihadr extremism—
was unhelpful.138> And the problem was not that the shaykh fluidly shifted between quietist,

activist, or jihadr attitudes towards political authority and society. Even with clearer

1381 Marwan Nasif, "Ba‘ad Ahmad al-Asir...Hal Saya’ti Dawr Salim ar-Rafii," el-Nashra (28/04/2017 2017).
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typologies of Salafism like Wagemakers’,138 the shaykh’s messaging could make him
resemble multiple things, and if Salafis’ politics reflected differences in Salafism’s discourse

then he was a contradictory figure.

And more specifically, a typology was unhelpful with someone like ar-Rafi‘r who appeared to

III

be a product of complex human circumstances and had an “intersectional” role in society.
He was a real person in a real context and reflected its overlapping pressures, mirroring the
“bottom up” social forces that scholars like Lefevre described with Tripoli’s early Salafi and
Islamic activist movements like Harakat at-Tawhid al-Islamr.*387 But ar-Rafii also
accommodated the same elite-dominated system that early Lebanese activists like Fatht
Yakan described.!38 |n academic language he was “intersectional:” simultaneously an
activist, scholar, and partner of elite power, because he sat in different places relative to
difference social actors and forces.'®® That mirrors a wider point about how Lebanon’s Salafi
movements were “Lebanized” over time.?3% And it reinforces the problems with typologies
of Salafism grounded in “new social movement theory” logic. His role was not based on

1391

“marginal counter-culture” or imagined identity,””* and unlike the middle class movements

that informed the new social movement model, it was difficult to ignore the lasting

questions of if and how his deprived context shaped his visible, national role.13%2

Those problems were not unique to Salim ar-Rafi‘l, and there were similar ambiguities in
ash-Shahal’s rhetoric after his 2014 departure from Lebanon. After arriving in Saudi Arabia,
the shaykh’s remarks on Saudi television might have suggested quietist or pro-government
views. He denounced Hizbullah and Iranian intervention in Lebanon and the region and

framed the issue in sectarian terms, while reflecting on Muslim Brotherhood-aligned
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movements like Fathi Yakan’s al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya and HTI as failures.’3% That could have
suggested a pro-government outlook—in isolation, it matched regional governments’
anxieties about Iranian influence amidst the Arab uprisings after 2011,3% and about the
Muslim Brotherhood’s implications for domestic stability.'3%> But ash-Shahal’s actual politics
were not that clear. Calls to confront the Iranian “Safavid project” and Hizbullah in Lebanon
despite the Future Movement’s accommodations with its national rivals had activist
overtones, as did denunciations of Lebanon’s state.'3% But there were also jihadr hints,
thanks to allegations that he had facilitated young Trabelsis’ fighting in Syria and his son’s
alleged association with jihadr organisations there.'3%” While Salim ar-Rafi‘T blurred the lines
between apolitical quietism and political activism, Da‘T ash-Shahal’s remarks about Lebanon
invited an additional inference of jihadri inclinations. But it was still not clear whether and

why that jihadr current in Salafi discourse would have more influence than the others.

Ambiguities of Religion & Process

If the ambiguities surrounding ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘i were lasting then a structural
approach based on social movement theories had lasting value as well, but applying that
structural approach would also be more difficult outside of Lebanon and its 2005-2014
difficulties. That approach’s focus on the shaykhs’ conduct as observable actors was sensible
when intimate details of their circumstances and calculations were unobservable. It
managed ambiguities like the shaykhs’ relationship to political violence and jihad, for

example. Publicly, their statements had echoed the wider discussion’s ambiguities about the
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Salafism and Jihadism, framing jihad as a communal obligation rather than a personal one
and reserving their credentialed Islamic scholarly authority to declare it. And when they did
make a case for violence in the national public discourse, it was a politically hygienic one that
centred round the plight of Syria’s Sunni public.13%® That public caution was not a totally
candid reflection of their views—Rougier’s work showed that they were open to the idea of
violence as a reaction to events in Syria or as a means of imposing an Islamic social order.13%°
And the inconsistency was a recurring issue with Madkhali Salafi movements, for example,
which had reputations for political quietism while fighting for social control in Libya and
attacking the country’s SGfi movements.!4% As noted in the introduction, there was a
distinction to be drawn between Salafism as a discourse and Salafis as the actors who

subscribed to it, as well as a sense that the actors shaped the discourse and its real

implications.

And linking the shaykhs’ political role to distinct issues and actors in an observable national
context was easier than linking it to the Islamic discourse. The two Lebanese shaykhs’
prevarications about jihad and political violence were unconvincing, especially given the past
credible allegations about their behaviour and incidents in which they had been involved.
But there was a genuine distance between their unapologetic scholarly relationship to jihad
as part of Islam’s legal tradition and their jihadri counterparts’ belligerent extremist
relationship to it. For one, the reservations of scholarly authority and collective responsibility
contrasted with jihadi scholarship’s emphasis on a personal obligation and simpler
judgments.1#%1 And the assertions of orthodox legitimacy placed them in a tense relationship
with the evolving universe of jihadr scholars, who turned Islamic law into an ideology that
demanded and rationalised violence.*%? As in other cases, it was difficult to establish

whether jihadi rhetoric offered a political framing for political violence that served other
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grievances,403

especially given the position of Syria and Lebanon’s Sunnis which had been so
prominent in their rhetoric. The shaykhs were open to jihad as a concept and a framing for
political struggle that aligned with their narratives of transnational Sunni victimhood. But
their stated views of the issue suggested a more ambiguous relationship between it and
their behaviour, and the extent to which it was even an inherently “Salafi” matter was

unclear.

But while the structural approach based on a framework of social movement and
contentious politics theories had helped resolve those ambiguities, ash-Shahal’s
circumstances suggested that such a framework would be difficult to use outside of Lebanon
and its 2005-2014 turbulence. By 2015 he might have seemed welcome in Saudi Arabia as a
quietist religious figure, having appeared in that capacity at events with other members of
Riyadh’s polite society.14%* Yet that was hard to square with his impolite regional
commentary and incendiary remarks about Lebanon, and like ar-Rafi‘i, his position had only
become harder to track by 2017. There were cursory allegations that he faced house arrest
and bans on engagement with Saudi Arabia’s religious networks after misusing Saudi
partners’ funds,4% just as there were rumours that Lebanese authorities were going to
arrest ar-Rafi‘.14% Those details were far more limited than the ones that had been available
amidst Lebanon’s circumstances before 2014, though, and that spoke to a general problem.
The enduring ambiguities of what the shaykhs said and did left an enduring question of the
extent to which their role in national politics reflected their relationship to Salafism or the
structures of their context and place in it. But outside of Lebanon’s 2005-2014 difficulties

and the environment of relative impunity that had allowed many of its problems to play out
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in the open, it was harder to see the details which made it easier to explain their national

role.

Processes in Salafi Politics

Demobilisation in the Regional Context

Ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T were still not ideal cases and Lebanon was still not an ideal
context—for one, they offered illustrative but not exhaustive demonstrations of the
contentious politics processes like demobilisation that explained Salafis’ place in politics.
They were still reasonable choices. Like the Najdi tradition’s native Saudi Arabia, Lebanon’s
authoritarian Sunni order had put religious actors above communities defined by
foundational sources of solidarity and below the elites that ruled them. And by the eighties,
its Salafi movement had matured to the point where it had comparable Najdi roots. But its
processes of resource mobilisation and contentious political interaction were more visible
than in Saudi Arabia, and pressures on elites made necessary political shifts more likely. That
was part of why the fourth chapter showed ash-Shahal’s role in the national context shift
after 2005’s Syrian withdrawal and 2008’s May Crisis and the Future Movement’s changing
relationships, transforming him from a duplicitously deferential accessory of elite power to a
populist representative of an aggrieved Sunni public. And later chapters were able to explain
that with two key points: actors like him and ar-Rafi‘t would not have an impact on their
political context, and the centres of power would instead define their place in it through

demobilising processes.

Just as importantly, the processes of demobilisation that explained ash-Shahal and ar-Rafir’s
trajectory explained other Salafi actors in the region, which had faced similar patterns of
repression and co-optation after 2011. Like Lebanon’s movements they had strengthened
their domestic positions before that year’s uprisings began, shifting as elites’ power
underwent similar patterns of disruption and re-consolidation.'%7 In their respective settings
in North Africa, Turkey, and the Levant they faced similar questions about how to survive

shifting patterns elite intervention and popular mobilisation, which could see beneficial
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cooperation or facilitation, or more dangerous repression.}¥%® And as in Lebanon, the
outcomes were not necessarily negative. Authorities in Libya and Yemen co-opted Salafis
with apolitical credentials when mutually convenient,4% just as the Saudi government
complemented investments in security and economic development with additional funding
for religious organisations.?*% As in Lebanon, there were circumstances in which a
relationship—albeit an instrumental and suitably-distant one—was workable for the centres

of political power.

But the two Lebanese shaykhs had not shown the theoretically plausible outcome of
“defection” from politics that demobilisation implied. The disruptions to elite-civil society
relationships were commonplace, as were the dynamics of co-optation and repression,1#!!
and the patterns that demobilisation described were not just passing disruptions—they
explained the long-term evolution of Palestinian politics, for example.'412 But marginal
actors would not necessarily participate in politics only to face co-optation and repression,
and the other theoretical possibility was defection whereby they simply stayed out.'*!3 And
the shaykhs could have done that, particularly given the fifth chapter which highlighted their
agency—if not impact—as political advocates and religious activists after the Hariri
government’s 2011 collapse and tensions over Syria gave them an unusual amount of space
in which to operate. If the demobilisation framework explained how the centres of power

shaped the shaykhs’ opportunities and constraints, then those alternate patterns of

defection were a reasonable possibility.

And more generally, there questions of whether the centres of Sunni power could have
shaped the shaykhs’ political space in more drastic ways? In the sixth chapter and amidst the

institutional paralysis following the Migati government’s 2013 resignation, they operated
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within political boundaries thanks to the real or perceived threat of intervention by
Lebanon’s Sunni leaders. But they always had some space, even if they still needed to
carefully position themselves in it after 2014’s crackdowns. If that reflected Lebanon’s Sunni
elites’ interests and perceptions, then it was worth noting that authorities elsewhere had
different priorities after 2011—European governments notably faced a transnational threat
from jihadi organisations like “Islamic State” and appeared intent on limiting the
opportunities of Salafi and Islamic movements in their own jurisdictions.''# The contrast left
questions of whether Salafis’ political space could shrink more drastically than it had in

Lebanon after 2013.

Demobilisation, Defection, & the Centres of Power

Events beyond 2014 and Lebanon itself showed that demobilisation generally captured
Salafis’ role in national politics. Tripoli’s ongoing crackdowns in 2015 confirmed that Salafis
could defect from politics as the demobilisation concept suggested but the two shaykhs’
journeys had not shown, as a gap appeared between the Trabelsi shaykhs who criticised
authorities’ ongoing crackdowns in 2015 and those who avoided creating a nuisance. Ash-
Shahal’s former student Nabil Rahim would speak for the critics, accusing authorities of
trying to “liquidate” some militants for political reasons.'*'> But Sufwan az-Za‘abi spoke for
the disengaged, and his position was not necessarily an indication of principled quietism. If
anything, his remarks conveyed a pragmatic view: authorities would support some protests
and instrumentally use Salafis, who were safer at home or in their mosques.#1® That
defection was not a sign that az-Za“abi represented an isolated part of the movement or a
uniquely Lebanese position. Lebanon’s quietists were more religiously engaged and cohesive

1417

than the activists despite having fewer followers, mirroring Jordanian quietists that had
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similarly avoided signalling a threat to state interests as the space for activism narrowed.41®
And Saudi scholars acknowledged government reservations about activist ‘ulama and
warnings against illegitimate forms of protest,'4!° just as Egypt’s Salafi an-Nar Party worked
cautiously to avoid the security force attention that had undermined other movements

despite being politically active.142°

That defection was a dynamic issue of contentious politics rather than a fixed feature of
Salafi discourse—it came and went as circumstances evolved. Lebanon’s Salafis were largely
disengaged before the Hariri government’s 2011 collapse, and became increasingly involved
in politics after the subsequent domestic tensions and influx of support from the Future
Movement and foreign partners.}*2! And there were similar patterns elsewhere, such as in
Tunisia where the Salafi Jabhat al-Islah secured a license to operate as a political party in
2012 from a post-uprising government that wanted it to favour institutionalised politics over
political violence.14?2 Rather than adopting a rigidly “quietist” approach, Salafis in Lebanon
and elsewhere with an interest in politics had engaged as demobilising forces allowed and
withdrawn as they demanded.

III

A demobilisation explanation worked outside of regional “quietist” or “activist” movements,
even in the jihadr field. In Tripoli, Husam as-Sabagh—arrested in July 2014 over links to
groups like al-Qa‘ida and “Islamic State” —would be a prime example. Notwithstanding the
role he played prior to his arrest, after his 2016 release he reassured journalists that his

future priorities were his family and community.'#?3 Like az-Za‘abi, he was content with his
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home and mosque, and he was not the only person looking to send that sort of message. In
Syria years later, AbG Muhammad al-Jawlant of the al-Qa‘ida-linked Jabhat an-Nusra was
eager to present his organisation as a relatively benign force, stressing that it did not
threaten foreign interests.}#2* And just as importantly, al-Jawlani’s movement would serve as
an occasional partner for centres of power like the Turkish government when it needed to
solve more serious security problems.#%> Leaving aside his and as-Sabagh’s jihadr history or
the distinction between individuals and organisations, nothing stopped them from analysing

their circumstances and acting in response to opportunities and threats.

Those other regional cases—particularly the “Islamic State” organisation—did raise a
question of whether outliers emerged because of Salafi actors’ agency or the absence of
centres of power that regulated their environment. “Islamic State” had carved out a
territorial space for itself in Iraq and Syria in the early 2010s, and that was not surprising. By
that point they had marked themselves as radicals by going to war with similar actors like
Jabhat an-Nusra in 2013,%42¢ and launching a transnational terror campaign and local state
building project in Iraq and Syria that threatened a broad range of international interests.'#?’
And their actions were not necessarily a reflection of their local context and place in it—
early leaders like Abu Mus‘ab az-Zarqawi had harboured an unusual political outlook that
was based on a strangely-intense hatred of outsiders like Shi‘a that even some other
extremist leaders found unsettling.'4?® Between those radical views and the radical direction
that the organisation took, there was a question of whether it had challenged the
established order through the power of its leaders’ will rather than a shifting political space

that emerged through shifting patterns of demobilisation from above.

But Islamic State was an exception that validated the demobilising rule, highlighting the

central role that centres of power played in shaping the structure of marginal actors’ context
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and their place in it. Islamic State exploited similar resource mobilisation opportunities like
the disenfranchisement of Iraqi Sunni communities. And in the early years of Syria’s crisis
and Iraq’s state failure when a meaningful state intervention was unlikely, the organisation
faced minimal constraints on its ability to use them.#?° But while it opportunistically
surfaced by exploiting popular mobilisation like the Lebanese shaykhs had during the
twenty-first century, it was also unsustainable like Tripoli’s Harakat at-Tawhid al-Islami had
been in the eighties. As in the Trabelsi case, local and international centres of power would
eventually rediscover the capacity and interest for a security crackdown, forcing it back
underground.'#3° At most, its rise would be an exception which proved the rule, showing the
facilitating impact that disengagement by the centres of power could have. In the more likely
arrangement where those centres of power regulated the structural environment, it showed
that actors like Salafis were ultimately marginal and subject to co-optation, repression, or

demobilisation.

The emphasis on Muslim-majority settings did leave one question: did Islamic discourse still
ultimately shape Salafi movements’ national role, even if it was still mediated by the centres
of power that regulated their political space? A wider look at similar settings invited a
plausible inference that Salafi movements would always have room for a compromising
relationship with political power in settings with a Muslim majority or at least a tolerance of
Islamic discourse in political life. That carried over to places like Malaysia, for example.
There, regional religious authorities took varying positions towards Salafis and their views on

1431

issues like ‘agida and Islamic law,**** and some political actors similarly embraced Salafi

‘ulama to reinforce a socially conservative base just as the Hariris and Al Sa‘ad had done to
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secure their interests at certain points.1#32 And a selective reading of Islamic thought and
history could rationalise that as an Islamic phenomenon, framing it as proof of a natural
place for religious actors in the structures of politics. Ibn Taymiyyah described the ‘ulama as

1433 3nd elements of the

actors who sat between the wider public and political leaders,
Islamic scholarly class had historically supported rulers’ political legitimacy or expressed
popular public sentiment from that position.*34 And theorists who focused on Muslim
societies rather than European ones like Ibn Khaldun considered religious authorities

important to the political order and the consolidation of tribal societies.?43>

But looking further afield to Europe demonstrated that Islamic discourse was entirely
incidental, and the key political concept was structural: in the national system where Salafi
actors operated, a centre of power could reshape the place and role of marginal actors
according to its own perceptions and interests alone. There, some policymakers and
consultants saw Salafism as a fundamentalist religious project and a separatist political
one.'*3® And at a time when European authorities needed to manage a worsening terror
threat, the sense that even non-violent Salafis threatened Western cultural norms and social
cohesion would see movements come under growing pressure by the 2010s.143” And
notwithstanding security officials” warnings against oversimplifying the issue or overreacting
to a perceived problem, that translated into a crackdown on Salafi and other Islamic
movements.?*3® The general principle was familiar—the centres of power shaped the
available political space in Lebanon and elsewhere, and the signals that Salafis sent could
affect the ways in which those centres of power shaped their political space. But the

European experience showed that the interventions from above were entirely subject to
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how the centres of power perceived Salafi actors. Even if the latter attempted to manage
their circumstances pragmatically, they could still come under pressure for seemingly

arbitrary reasons from the former that controlled their political context and place in it.

Actors in Salafi Politics

Resource Mobilisation as Marginal Actors

While contentious politics theory had more potential that needed to be explained, resource
mobilisation theory had limits that needed to be understood—most notably on its ability to
explain Salafism’s influence over the two shaykhs’ politics and their emergence as leaders.
Resource mobilisation was still a useful framing—for one, it distinguished marginal national
actors like Tripoli’s shaykhs whose role reflected constraints on their ability to use resources
from centres of power like Ashraf Rifi, whose role reflected their ability to find resources.
And that distinction from Rifi was a good illustration of their marginality—his stalled rise
showed that elites worked according to different rules, one of which was that their success
depended more on the resources that they could find than the political space in which they
used them. By 2016, he had challenged the Hariris and Migati, quitting the Justice ministry in
February that year over investigations into the pro-Syrian former minister Michel Samaha
and Future Movement failures to confront Hizbullah.}*3° And his electoral list secured a
majority in Tripoli’s May municipal elections, despite competition from a coalition of the
Hariris, Migati, and other established Trabelsi political families.1#4? But his rise had limits,
and while an anti-Hizbullah position differentiated him from the Hariris,}**! by 2017 he still
struggled to secure Saudi support and it was not clear where else he would find the

necessary largesse.}#? As an elite figure he was freer to mobilise resources than religious

143924 .l 8 / France 24 Arabic, "Istigalat Wazir al-‘Adl al-Lubnant Ashraf Rifi," YouTube (23/02/2016 2016).
https://youtu.be/IDfHZeiuguY.

1440 Mona Alami, "Is Lebanon Abandoning Sectarian Politics?," Al Monitor (09/06/2016 2016). https://www.al-
monitor.com/originals/2016/06/lebanon-elections-irag-protests-change-sectarian-politics.html.

1441 Al Arabiya AA, "Ashraf Rifi: Hizb Allah Qat Yanfadh Ightiyalat Jadida fi Lubnan," Al Arabiya (05/11/2017
2017). https://www.alarabiya.net/arab-and-world/2017/11/05/%D8%A3%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%81-
%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%AD%D8%B2%D8%A8-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%84%D9%87-
9%D9%82%D8%AF-%D9%8A%D9%86%D9%81%D8%B0-
%D8%A7%D8%BA%D8%AA%DI%8A%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-
%D8%AC%D8%AF%D9%8A%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%84%D8%A8%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%86.
1442 Jena al-Dahaybi, "MiqatT - Rifi: Ma al-‘Unwan ath-Thalatha Allati Ittafaga ‘Alayhi”," al-Modon (18/09/2017
2017). https://www.almodon.com/politics/2017/9/18/%D9%85%D9%8A%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%AA%DI%SA-
%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%85%D8%A7-

299



actors like ash-Shahal, ar-Rafi‘1, and others. But Rifi’s fortunes would still depend on the

resources that he could find, which remained limited.

And the Hariris’ survival-by-default as Lebanon’s Sunni establishment highlighted a second
difference: while the Salafi movement generally lacked influence over the perceptions that
other actors had of them, the centres of power could manage resource constraints by
persuading other actors that they were influential. Saad Hariri remained insecure amidst
ongoing financial troubles and lukewarm Saudi support, and like Rifi he struggled to find the
resources to rebuild or buy public confidence through patronage. But Hariri had a family
heritage and political history as the Sunni public’s default national representative, enabling a
comeback at the end of 2016 after negotiations with Lebanon’s political class and his
supposed enemies in March 8. His subsequent recognition of Hizbullah’s preferred
presidential candidate, Michel Aoun, would still anger Future Movement supporters in
parliament and the public. But it was enough to position him as the next Prime Minister.1443
And crucially, it was a reminder that elites like the Sunnt establishment operated at a
different level to marginal players in wider society like the Salafis. Hariri would not mobilise
a Sunnt base again—like Rifi, he had to use the resources that he could find. But actors in his
position could renegotiate their relationships, boundaries, and the influence that they
offered, preserving just enough inertia to survive politically and form a new cabinet in

December.1444

In contrast, marginal Sunni actors had to work within the space that those centres of power
defined. By 2015, two of the most prominent militia leaders since 2011—Ziyad ‘Aluki and
Sa‘ad al-Masri—faced trial in a military court and pressure to speak carefully. Their
testimony still said a lot: the Future Movement’s facilitators had been involved but evaded
arrest, and one especially—‘Amid Hammud—had supplied and sometimes even undertaken

armed activities in Syria. But as with ash-Shahal’s toxic 2014 remarks and the tentative
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proposals of new security arrangements after 2013’s mosque bombings, the centres of Sunni
power were unenthusiastic about what they were saying. Despite ostensibly being in court
rather than Lebanon’s open political arena, they and other defendants complained of
threats and demands for retraction from Future Movement officials and even Hammud.1#4>
The issue was not that Lebanon’s Sunni elites always repressed lesser players—Hammud
could not be allowed to face the courts or media, but Future Movement warnings of judicial
interest let him flee to Turkey.*4¢ And most minor players could still speak on most issues as
ar-Rafi‘r and others did with their continued protests against state handling of the mosque
bombings, double standards in Sunnis’ general treatment,**4” and Ahmad al-Asir’s trial over
2013’s Sidon clashes.'#48 But unlike the centres of Sunni power, they worked with the
resources that they were allowed to have within boundaries in which they were allowed to

use them.

Where Does Salafism Become Political? Does it Matter?

Not every issue with resource mobilisation theory was a problem, though, and its emphasis
on Salafis rather than Salafism helped avoid some of the problems which arise when scholars
try to understand Islamic discourse and its implications. At least from a distant national
perspective, it was easier to describe the way Salafism shaped Salafis’ view of the world than
their actual behaviour in it. As the second chapter noted, the Najdi tradition’s implications
for political behaviour were vague at best. It was plausibly a model of “ontological politics”
that shaped Salafis’ interpretation of an observable world that they shared with everyone

else,'* a “social imaginary” that offered shared understandings which enabled “common
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practices, and a widely shared sense of legitimacy,”**° or a “cultural system” that defined
the world as a set of symbols that invited certain feelings and actions.'#>! But none of that
suggested a political program like that of the Muslim Brotherhood, which had been inspired
by Western political thought and instrumentally reframed it with a more convenient Islamic

vocabulary,14>2

and was based on a fundamental belief in the need for political change above
all other considerations.'#>3 Salafism’s rigid but vague ideas of theology and methodology
explained the diverse views and journeys of leaders like ash-Shahal, ar-Rafi‘l, and az-Za‘abr,
as well as Salafi movements’ frequent disputes about doctrinal purity and legitimacy.'*>* And
its ambiguities left space for the cautious positions of ostensibly-activist Salafi actors like
Egypt’s Hizb an-Nar.1*>° But it was distinct from movements like the Egyptian Brotherhood,
for example, which survived into the Arab Uprisings of 2011 by prioritising ideological loyalty

to a party over any religious principles or political pragmatism.14°¢

That hinted at two general problems, one of which was the difficulty of linking the shaykhs’
religious roots to their conduct without ruling out the norms of their local context. Ash-
Shahal harboured grievances towards the Sfi Ahbash movement, for example, but the
stated issue was that he held them responsible for his organisation’s legal problems in the
nineties.}*” And while ar-Rafi‘t denounced temporary Shi‘t mut‘a marriages as un-lIslamic
legal innovations,**® he still spoke carefully and avoided signalling that Lebanon’s Sunnis
were at war with Lebanese or Syrian Shi‘a.}**® There were still things that the shaykhs would

publicly say and many others would not, like the framing of political violence as jihad and
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identifying Syrian and Lebanese ‘Alawis by an often-derogatory Nusayri moniker.14¢0 But
religious vocabulary was also not necessarily a religious phenomenon. Ash-Shahal described
a fitna—a trial or strife—across the Sunni world,#¢! yet Hariri and Migati publicly used the
same term and made similar appeals for Divine help.1%%? All of that illustrated a general
contextual problem when considering Salafi actors’ orientation in national politics: their
words and actions could reflect religious roots, or local norms of political expression and

conduct.!#%3 But it was hard to say which.

Another general problem was harder to work around, especially when approaching Salafis as
actors in the wider national context: the secular philosophical roots of resource mobilisation
theory struggle to define Salafism on Salafis’ own terms. Secular studies of Muslim politics
are studies of language,#®* and even basic Islamic terms translate subjectively. Religion, for
example, can translate to din which relates to subordinate devotion or milla which is more
about a community.'#®> And even the Arabic Isldm can indicate observable practice, separate

1466

from Iman as belief and Ihsan as spiritual cultivation,'®® or can capture all three

simultaneously, or alternatively can sit in a process where it indicates Imédn and cultivates
lhsan.***” One resulting issue of that subjectivity is that scholars’ understandings and
meaning reflect personal differences of creed, law, experiences, and temperament. Salim ar-

1468

Rafi, for example, drew on outsiders like Bernard Shaw, Tolstoy, and others, while

1480 Khalijiyya, "ash-Shaykh Da‘T al-Islam ash-Shahal Dayf Liga” al-Juma‘a ma‘a ‘Abd Alla al-Mudayfir - al-
Mashri© al-Irani fi Lubnan."; as-Salafi, "Kalimat Samahat ash-Shaykh DT al-Islam ash-Shahal min Masjid al-
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wa Yuhdhir min Fitna ba‘ad Sudar al-Qarar al-Ittihami," al-Anba (01/07/2011 2011).
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acknowledging teachers like Abl Bakr al-Jazad’ir1.14% And for Salafi movements, Salafism
generally may be closer to a Muslim youth culture just as jihadism may give antisocial

delinquents a counterculture,470

while some Salafis may adopt different labels while still
embracing Salafism’s fundamentals or become indistinguishable from other antisocial trends
which lack Islamic roots.}#’! That does not make it impossible to map Salafis’ debates about
the tradition’s fundamentals and implications, as some scholarship has done. But doing so

1472

has required a narrower focus on discourse,**’“ and the extent to which it shapes actors’

conduct in the wider national context is unclear.

But those general problems validated resource mobilisation theory rather than undermining
it. Even if the limited engagement with Salafism left unresolved questions, it also
accommodated the same limits that the wider academic discussion has needed to manage.
Contributors to the academic discussion about Salafism have generally conceded that
describing discourse is easier than understanding it,14’3 and the field has recognised that
specific ideas of a monolithic movement based on Najdi orthodoxy, Saudi money, or an all-
encompassing division between “quietist” or “activist” classes, are unrealistic.}4’* Scholars
have conceded that “a focus on Salafi theology reveals little about the world in which
theological principles are cited,”4’> while Salafism is “foreign and strange” but still “basically

human.”1¥7®¢ And the attention to ash-Shahal and ar-Rafir’s structural constraints mirrors

1489 ar-Rafi‘l, al-Hadith at-Tasi‘: Sana® al-Ma‘rif, 61; al-Jaza’iri, ad-Dawla al-Islamiyya, 5-6, 11-15.
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Dynamics of Islam in the Modern World, ed. Saeed Zarrabi-Zadeh et al. (Leiden: Brill, 2022), 162-63; Marks,
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Jihad (New York: Columbia University Press, 2020), 5; Paul Cruickshank, "A View from the CT Foxhole: An
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"Contraculture and Subculture," American Sociological Review 25, no. 5 (1960): 629.
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Strategic Dialogue, 2021), 4-5. https://www.isdglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Islamogram.pdf.
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some recent research.*’’ It is possible to move further in that direction with the assertion
that from an outsider’s perspective Salafis themselves are central, and their continuous re-
interpretation and re-imagination of old discourse in a contemporary context effectively
creates multiple “Salafisms.”14’8 That leaves the conceptual boundary between discourse
and the actors that interpret it—noted in the introduction—as an unsolved problem. But by
concentrating on Salafis like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘i as observable actors in the national
context and avoiding causal questions about the influence of Salafism on their political role,

it becomes a manageable if not solvable problem.

What is Inside Salafi Movements?

But one significant set of details that resource mobilisation theory could not capture was the
cultural context and social capital which had made ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘r into movement
leaders who warranted national attention in the first place. If resource availability was the
only issues, then their prominence as distinct national figures was confusing. There were,
after all, opportunities that could have helped others supplant ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi’s
position as leading figures in the national context. Domestically, Lebanese activists like Fatht

1479 and there were also

Yakan and foreign analysts had seen them within Sunni society,
those sources of support outside Lebanon, like the Gulf charities that empowered Shaykhs

Sufwan az-Za‘abi and Khalid Za‘rar by the late 2010s.1480

And given the obvious question of why other shaykhs who mobilised Lebanon’s resources
had not displaced ash-Shahal or ar-Rafi‘i from a place of national importance, cultural
context was a standout issue. Zakariya al-Masri and Ra’id Hlayhal, for example, had taken
advantage of the opportunities and positioned themselves as leaders in Sunni society as the

Hariris” authority faltered and tensions over Syria worsened.*8! That rise to prominence was
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unsurprising, and looked like a challenge to Da‘1 al-Islam ash-Shahal and Salim ar-Rafi‘t. If
existing academic theory is correct, then social movement authority is negotiable, internal

structures differ, and leadership can change,482

while Islamic movements have frequent
competitions for religious authority.}#3 Yet after 2014 that rise was still not enough to
undermine ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘l, who appeared as powerful or at least privileged as ever.
As the government pressed for ash-Shahal’s return in 2015,484 interior minister Nouhad
Machnouk publicly guaranteed the shaykh’s safety,'4®> while 2020’s rumours of ar-Rafir’s
upcoming military court trial alarmed Dar al-Fatwa’s head—and Lebanon’s Grand Mufti—
Abdel Latif Derian, who warned authorities that arresting such an exceptional figure would
destabilise Tripoli.}48¢ By contrast, other Salafis like Bilal Dagmaq were less secure, if his
arrest after returning from Turkey was any indication.*®” And that contrast with ash-Shahal
and ar-Rafi‘l stood out—it hinted at underlying “cultural context” issues that resource

mobilisation theorists acknowledged as gaps.148®

In that cultural framing, it was easier to explain the shaykhs’ prominence: it reflected a
distinct kind of social capital which had emerged thanks to Tripoli’s own local and regional
history. There had been hints of that in one key part of ash-Shahal’s reputation—as the
“founder” of Lebanon’s Salafi institutions in the eighties.*® It did not necessarily indicate his

own resourcefulness, particularly when his father Salim ash-Shahal founded the earlier
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movement and facilitated his sons’ studies in Saudi Arabia during that decade.'*° Rather, it
indicated the importance of timing: by the eighties, the Najdi establishment had started
working to normalise its ownership over the Salafi title in competition with the Muslim
Brotherhood and the Saudi Sahwa.*#°! As NajdT institutions welcomed scholars from
abroad—including Lebanon—they would build symbolic authority for their definition of
“Salafism” and change Trabelsi religious culture,'#°? building social capital for the Najdi
tradition, its native Saudi cultural environment, and local partners who conveyed it.1#°3 That
was a meaningful kind of shift. Among British Salafis, for example, Saudi institutions,
scholars, and their associates enjoyed credibility even outside institutional settings.'°* And
it would give Saudi institutions, traditions, and the associated local scholars the same
symbolic power over Tripoli’s Salafis.}4°> There would be no “Salafi takeover,” and the
movements’ wider role centred round social welfare more than religious leadership.14% But

local understandings of Salafi identity and legitimacy had shifted.

Shifts in that cultural context had made the Najdi tradition and its symbolism into dominant
cultural forces among Tripoli’s Salafis, and would give figures like ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘i
social capital that legitimised them as the Trabelsi movement’s national representatives.

That social capital was tied firmly to their religious credentials and connections,4°’

as
reactions to ash-Shahal’s November 2020 death in Istanbul showed.**® R3’id Hlayhal
remembered ash-Shahal as a student of Najdi Salafism thanks to studies in Madinah and an

associate of famous Saudi names like ‘Abd al-‘Aziz bin Baz and Nasr ad-Din al-Albani.**°° And
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https://safiralchamal.com/2020/11/15/156904/; moultaga |12as7ab, "Janazat ash-Shaykh D3 al-Islam bin Salim
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as noted by the second chapter, ar-Rafir was similarly placed thanks to his studies and
connections to the Najdi establishment. The resulting social capital would not make him or
ash-Shahal leaders in Lebanon’s wider politics, but it marked them as qualified defenders
and articulators of Najdi principles, and emissaries of its institutions.'>%° Academically
speaking, that positioned ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘i as leaders who could mobilise resources
within and for the movement, giving them the choice of defecting from or participating in
Lebanon’s national political landscape as its representatives. And historically, it would be the
start of the story which the introduction’s first paragraph had introduced with its mention of

ash-Shahal’s death in Turkey and ar-Rafi‘"’s defence of the Salafi movement.>0?

But for researchers who just wanted to explain the national role of shaykhs like Da“1 al-Islam
ash-Shahal and Shaykh Salim ar-Rafi1 who already had an established profile, granular
details like cultural context were unnecessary. The core question was simple: to what extent
did the shaykhs’ roles reflect their Salafi roots, or the structure of their context and place in
it? And so was the answer: ash-Shahal and ar-Rafi‘T’s roles from 2005 to 2014 shifted as the
structure of their political context and their place relative to its centres of power did. The
shaykhs still stood out because of their Najdi roots and Salafism’s history in the city since the
eighties. But despite voicing strong views in incendiary language, their practical focus and
impacts reflected their place in a Lebanese context that they did not control. And even
though they could still make independent choices about how to speak and act, that place
had to fit into a political space that Lebanon’s authoritarian political class set for them. As
such, there was nothing stopping ash-Shahal’s last tweets from denouncing Freemasonry,
Zionist plots, and plots against Islam, or preventing ar-Rafi‘t from blaming the Syrian regime
for his colleague’s exile.>°2 But neither man could do much about those perceived problems.
They still had distinct roots that gave them a privileged place in a distinct movement defined
by a distinct understanding of Islam. But their political survival depended on the generic

structural realities of Lebanese Sunni power and their ability to work within them.

1500 Morris and Staggenbord, "Leadership in Social Movements," 175-76.
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