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brahim al-Jamal is a 19-year-
old member of a family of 
ten, raised in Tripoli’s poor 
neighbourhood of Qobbeh in 
northern Lebanon. He is un-

employed and an apparent drug 
user. He was apprehended by “pure 
chance” just before he was sup-
posed to kill himself — and others — 
by detonating an explosives-laden 
belt strapped to his waist.

The would-be suicide bomber of 
Tripoli was arrested on the eve of 
twin suicide bombings that ripped 
through the Shia neighbourhood 
of Bourj el-Barajneh, in Hezbol-
lah’s stronghold south of Beirut, 
on November 12th, killing more 
than 40 people. His arrest occurred 
two days before the Paris attacks, 
including two suicide explosions, 
that claimed the lives of 130, trig-
gering a global uproar against ter-
rorism sponsored by the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

Suicide bombing attacks have 
become a weapon of choice among 
terrorist groups because of their le-
thality and ability to cause mayhem 
and fear. Many potential bombers 
who are not known to be devout 
Muslims come from aggrieved and 
impoverished communities suffer-
ing from feelings of injustice and 
desperation and from drug addic-
tion.

“The feeling of being lesser hu-
man beings with no target in life and 
no hope of improvement can drive 
them to commit such acts,” social 
expert Mona Fayyad said. “They 
mostly come from oppressed and 
marginalised environments, which 
could be very poor. But definitely, 
they are basically mental health 
cases and vulnerable beings.”

Jamal’s father Faycal was in dis-
belief, saying: “I really don’t un-
derstand. My son was a normal 
chap. Ibrahim is a blacksmith but 
for some time now he has been 
unemployed. A month ago, his un-
cles secured enough money to buy 

tools to enable him to work on his 
own and he was hoping to get some 
work to help himself and help us.”

Shock and bewilderment gripped 
Jamal’s family and neighbours 
when they heard he was recruited 
by ISIS and planned to use a suicide 
bomb in Jabal Mohsen, an Alawite 
neighbourhood adjacent to the 
Sunni Qobbeh district. The family 
lives on the demarcation line sepa-
rating the two rival districts, which 
from 2008-14 were locked in sev-
eral rounds of fierce fighting pitting 
pro-Syrian regime Alawite gunmen 
against Sunni supporters of the Syr-
ian rebellion.

But Jamal never participated in 
the fighting, was unknown to se-
curity force, not known to be a re-
ligious fanatic and had no criminal 
record to arouse suspicion, which 
makes his suicide mission even 
more intriguing.

According to a relative who asked 
to be identified as Mustafa, Jamal 
could have been on drugs. “Ibrahim 
is a poor and reckless young man. 
He did not possess a penny and was 
not a devout Muslim. He hardly 
knew how to pray. But we heard 
lately that he was doing drugs,” 
Mustafa said.

“He did not take part in the fight-
ing against Jabal Mohsen and he 
probably did not know how to use 
a weapon but we could see that his 
financial situation had improved 
lately although he had no job. We 
don’t know where he got the mon-
ey and then we heard that he was 
apprehended on charges of plan-
ning to blow himself up.”

A security source who asked for 
anonymity said Jamal’s arrest oc-
curred by “pure chance” when a po-
lice patrol happened to be passing 
in Qobbeh and stopped the young 
man on a motorcycle to check his 
papers. When he tried to escape, 
police arrested him and discovered 
the explosive belt.

“Ibrahim was not wanted by the 
authorities and there was no arrest 
warrant issued against him. He was 
first reluctant to cooperate with 
his interrogators and was not fully 
conscious, probably due to drugs 
he had taken. But after the attacks 

in Bourj el-Barajneh, he confessed 
that he had planned to blow him-
self up in Jabal Mohsen,” the source 
said.

Jamal’s confessions led to the 
arrest of 11 suspects linked to the 
bombings in Bourj el-Barajneh and 
the seizure of large quantities of 
weapons and ammunition, includ-
ing 250 kilograms of explosives, 
500 detonators and bags contain-
ing metal balls that are placed in 
explosive belts to cause maximum 
casualties, in addition to wiring and 
bombs.

His confessions came too late to 
foil the Bourj el-Barajneh bomb-
ings. Jamal was reportedly heav-
ily drugged, having consumed or 
forced to consume “a big amount 
of Captagon (an amphetamine-like 
drug)”. Interrogators had to wait 
three days until the drug effect 
wore off.

The source pointed out that most 
terror suspects arrested under a se-
curity plan enforced in Tripoli more 
than a year ago were poor people 
from underprivileged neighbour-
hoods and mostly unemployed. 
“The majority were not known to 

be religiously committed, which 
raises many questions about the 
causes behind their engagement,” 
the source said. “Was it for financial 
reasons or were they brainwashed 
by fanatics or because they were 
drug addicts?”

Though religion can play a vi-
tal role in recruiting and motivat-
ing potential suicide bombers, the 
driving force is not religion but a 
mixture of motivations, including 
politics, depression, revenge, re-
taliation and poverty, according to 
Muslim Sunni cleric Sheikh Nabil 
Rahim.

The configuration of these moti-
vations is related to the specific cir-
cumstances of the political conflict 
behind the rise of suicide attacks in 
different countries.

“Religion could be a motive for 
some, in which they are brain-
washed and convinced that their 
act is a good deed that serves reli-
gion and would lead them to eter-
nal happiness in paradise,” Rahim 
said.

“Depression and hopelessness 
fuelled by wars and injustices 
sweeping many Muslim countries 

in recent years is yet another main 
motive,” he said, arguing that 
scenes of violence and destruction 
displayed extensively by the me-
dia have facilitated the process of 
recruiting would-be suicide bomb-
ers, especially among the poor who 
live in difficult security conditions 
or those who have suffered from 
conflicts.

Rahim noted that “retaliation 
and reaction to injustices” was 
found to be a main driving force be-
hind recruiting bombers from mid-
dle and upper classes. “For instance 
the perpetrators of the September 
11th attacks had a good life but they 
were religiously committed and 
their act was in retaliation to events 
in Palestine and US policies in cer-
tain Islamic countries.”

The cleric contended that many 
terror groups could be resorting to 
drugs to recruit desperate young-
sters, as it turned out that “many 
suicide bombers were on drugs and 
did not have a clue about religion 
and its teachings”.

Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based 
in northern Lebanon.
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Religion, poverty, depression and drugs all play a role

File photo of supporters of Lebanon’s Sunni Muslim Salafist leader Ahmad al-Assir carrying the body 
of a killed militant, at a funeral in Sidon.
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ar al-Fatwa, the highest 
religious authority for 
Lebanon’s Sunni Mus-
lims, has been closely 
monitoring Friday ser-

mons, hoping to restrain calls for 
extremism at least in the mosques 
it controls.

The move comes after the Fu-
ture Movement and Hezbollah, the 
country’s leading political groups 
from Sunnis and Shias, respective-
ly, started in December 2014 an al-
most bimonthly dialogue to avoid 
sectarian tension, a source with the 
authority said.

Sunni Mufti Sheikh Abdel-Latif 
Deiyan ordered the move to ensure 
that no Friday prayer leader would 
instigate against the Iranian-backed 
Shia group.

Hezbollah has been working to 

tone down criticism of the Future 
Movement by clerics it backs.

“But in recent months, the mufti 
got stricter in the measure, asking 
clerics under Dar al-Fatwa’s au-
thority to focus on Islam’s tolerant 
teachings,” the source said.

He recalled videos aired on pro-
jihadist websites since late 2014 and 
the actions of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
since then. The threats include one 
against Sheikh Hassan Merheb, as-
sistant general inspector at Dar al-
Fatwa.Merheb has long called for 
about 80 mosques not under Dar 
al-Fatwa’s remit to be moved under 
its supervision “as long as they are 
places where youth get their ideas 
and convictions about Islam from”.

“The fact that many mosques are 
not under Dar al-Fatwa’s author-
ity is an old problem, dating back 
to the early stages of the [1975-90 
civil] war but some are being used 
to spread diehard ideas, making 
the problem even more worrying,” 
the source said.

Dar al-Fatwa has struggled 
to have monopoly over Sunni 
mosques but authorities fear that 
other religious groups authorised 
to run mosques would urge follow-
ers to foil any decision in favour of 
the top authority, a writer on Is-

lamic thought close to the Future 
Movement said.

The movement, which has al-
ways been on good terms with Dar 

al-Fatwa, says seminars led by the 
religious authority to disseminate 
religious tolerance would eventu-
ally overcome extremist ideas if 

not uproot them altogether, the 
writer said, requesting anonymity. 
“Lebanon’s Sunnis are generally 
tolerant and not easily ready to up-
hold extremist ideas,” he said.

The Islamic Cultural Centre, es-
tablished by Dar al-Fatwa in 1971, 
has regular seminars focusing on 
tolerant aspects of Islam. Centre 
Chairman Omar Misseikeh said he 
has been speeding up the organi-
sation’s schedule of lectures and 
preparing for publication of books 
and studies about “Islam’s tolerant 
ideas and tolerant past” in the com-
ing year.

Dar al-Fatwa has admonished 
many clerics for preaching tough 
stances against Hezbollah, the 
source at the authority said.

“Regarding instructions that ser-
mons should denounce extremism, 
we had a much easier job,” he said. 
“Our clerics have always talked 
about tolerance and it was easy to 
have them continue to do the same 
thing.”

“Some clerics who attacked Hez-
bollah did so for its political agen-
da, not for sectarian reasons. But in 
general, almost all clerics on both 
sides are now in favour of the dia-
logue” between the group and the 
Future Movement.

Lebanon’s Sunni authority monitors sermons closely
The Arab Weekly staff

A 2011 picture shows radical preacher Omar Bakri (R) holding a 
special prayer for al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden, at a mosque 
in Tripoli, northern Lebanon. Bakri was arrested in Lebanon, in 
May 2014, and later sentenced by a military court to 3 years in jail.
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