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S 

hunning the quietest ten-
dencies of their predeces-
sors, contemporary Salafi 
movements in Lebanon 
have emerged as visible and 

vocal actors in the public sphere, 
leading some to question whether 
they might seek to broaden their 
political clout by entering electoral 
politics.

While they enjoy a substantial 
popular base and powerful ties to 
foreign countries, Lebanon’s Salafi 
movements do not seem poised to 
pursue political office, however.

Although relatively new in scope 
and scale, the country’s Salafi 
groups are historically rooted ac-
tors. The orthodox religious move-
ment, which seeks to emulate the 
Prophet Mohammad and his earli-
est followers, was founded in the 
northern Lebanese city of Tripoli in 
1946 by cleric Sheikh Salem al-Sha-
hal. Since those humble beginnings, 
Salafi movements gained notable 
popularity over the years.

Statistical data concerning the 
number of Salafis in Lebanon is not 
available but Zoltan Pall, a research 
fellow at the National University of 
Singapore and a specialist on Leba-
nese Salafi movements, attempted 
to quantify the groups in his 2013 
book Lebanese Salafis between the 
Gulf and Europe: Development, 
Fractionalization and Transnational 
Networks of Salafism in Lebanon.

His 2009 survey of Tripoli’s 
mosques revealed that 40 out of 
110 are governed by the state-en-
dorsed authority of Dar al-Fatwa. 
Salafis control 40 of the remaining 
mosques and the other 30 are run 
by various Islamic groups. This im-

plies that the movement possesses 
significant religious sway over the 
city.

Beyond this noteworthy pres-
ence in the north, Salafi movements 
have gained popularity in parts 
of southern Lebanon, namely the 
Ain al-Hilweh refugee camp and 
the village of Abra east of Sidon. 
These groups are even marking an 

increased presence in the Beirut 
neighbourhood of Tariq al-Jadideh, 
Pall said in a Skype interview.

He said the movements have 
“succeeded in situating themselves 
in the centre of the religious field” 
as evidenced by the increasing 
number of people praying in Salafi 
mosques and attending sermons 
delivered by Salafi figures. Pall pre-
dicted that Salafis would play an im-
portant role in influencing Sunni re-
ligious identity and redefining what 
it means to be a Sunni in Lebanon.

Beyond a rising support base, 
Salafi movements have strong ties 
with the Gulf countries, namely 
Qatar and Kuwait, which have fi-
nanced the groups through charity 
networks such as Qatar’s Sheikh Eid 
charity organisation and Kuwait’s 
Society of the Revival of Islamic 
Heritage. These financial flows, Pall 
said, allowed these groups to carry 
out small-scale initiatives, such as 
building clinics, mosques and reli-
gious institutes in underdeveloped 
north Lebanon districts, which con-
tribute to their popularity among 
residents.

Considering their historical roots, 
increasing popularity and transna-
tional financial ties, it would make 
strategic sense for these groups to 
strive for political participation, 
especially considering the Sunni 
street’s growing disenchantment 
with its traditional political leader-
ship. However, it does not seem as 

though this path will be pursued.
“Salafi movements in Lebanon 

are not yet ready to participate in 
institutional politics,” Sheikh Salem 
al-Rafei, the imam of the al-Taqwa 
mosque in Tripoli and an influen-
tial Lebanese Salafi figure, said. He 
noted that Salafi groups in Leba-
non lack organisational structure 
and are connected instead by loose 
social networks that would not be 
amenable to organised political 
work.

Although he said it would be ben-
eficial for Salafis to coalesce under 
a unified political party, Rafei cau-
tioned that “this move would un-
doubtedly create rifts among Salafi 
ranks and could isolate the move-
ment’s popular base”. This internal 
opposition, he clarified, stems from 

the fact that many Salafis ideologi-
cally refuse political organisation 
and label it bid’ah — a harmful reli-
gious innovation.

Ideological differences aside, 
there are political reasons in the way 
of participation in government. Ra-
fei, a well-known critic of Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah, noted that the evolving 
situation precludes serious political 
involvement.

“We are feeling, day by day, that 
Lebanon is falling under the grip 
of the Iranian project,” he said. 
“What would be the point of elec-
tions? What would be the point of 
me being elected as a deputy or me 
nominating three candidates when 
in the end Hezbollah decides every-
thing?” he asked.

Although it is unlikely that Salafis 

will coalesce into an organised po-
litical force, this does not mean that 
they will be absent from parliamen-
tary elections scheduled for 2017.

Historically speaking, Salafi 
leaders have seen some success in 
elections. In Lebanon’s 1996 par-
liamentary polls, Sheikh Dai al-Is-
lam al-Shahal, son of the founding 
father of Salafism in Lebanon, re-
ceived about 9,000 votes in Tripoli.

Considering the rift between the 
Sunni street and the sect’s tradi-
tional political leaders, Rafei pre-
dicted that certain Salafi figures will 
pursue standing in elections, espe-
cially because “the interest of the 
Sunni sect is at stake”.

Hashem Osseiran is a reporter 
based in Beirut.
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A 2013 file picture shows Muslim Salafist Sheikh Salem al-Rafei (top) heading Friday prayers at the 
Taqwa mosque in Lebanon’s northern city of Tripoli.                                                                                 (Reuters)
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T 

he blending of Moroccan 
Salafists into some politi-
cal parties is a result of an 
“intellectual re-examina-
tion”. The early political 

participation of Salafists and their 
adjustment to partisan work began 
when they joined the Party of Re-
naissance and Virtue (PRV), head-
ed by Mohamed Khalidi. The PRV 
dealt with the Salafist rationale and 
strengthened the bonds with the 
symbols of the jihadist-Salafism, 
notably Hassan el-Kettani, Abdel-
wahab Rafiki (known as Abu Hafs) 
and Mohammed al-Fizazi.

Here, we may inquire: Was it not 
possible for Salafists to initiate a 
political party that brings them to-
gether around the same authority 
and programme so as to create an 
organisational structure with the 
aim of unifying ranks?

Abd al-Ilah al-Sati, a researcher in 
political science and Islamic groups, 
said: “The political authorities are 
still testing the icons of Salafism to 
determine the extent of their ad-
justment to the prevalent political 
discourse and the mechanism of po-
litical activism within the constitu-
tional bodies.”

“The political authorities in Mo-
rocco are not ready to run the risk 
of allowing the creation of a unified 
political body of Salafists, especially 
that the outcome remains in doubt,” 
Sati added.

The Justice and Development 
Party (PJD) failed to lure Salafists 
when local authorities rejected the 
candidacy of Salafist Sheikh Ham-

mad Kabbaj in Marrakech. But the 
effective organisational machine of 
the Istiqlal Party was quick to inte-
grate a number of Salafist leaders, 
notably Rafiki, who was fielded as 
a candidate for the electoral district 
of northern Fez.

While in prison, Rafiki published 
Ansifouna (Do Us Justice), a tract 
in which he condemned the brutal 
Casablanca attacks of May 2003 and 
pronounced his opposition to takfir 
and support for the Moroccan prin-
ciples and sanctities, in reference to 
the monarchy.

According to some researchers, 
the intellectual re-examination by 
a number of Salafists comes as an 

effort to normalise with require-
ments of the political process, such 
as democracy, elections and indi-
vidual rights. Other researchers say 
that Salafists are claiming re-exam-
ination to bypass the state and the 
society.

“Until now, the performance of 
the Salafist figures, who were freed 
after a royal pardon, points to vigor-
ous attempts to normalise with the 
requirements of the official political 
state,” said Sati.

“A number of Salafist figures 
joined the ranks of some national 
political parties. Others chose the 
path of public statements in favour 
of the state’s official discourse. Oth-

ers opted for the promotion of the 
official discourse, namely Moham-
med Fizazi.”

Last February, Rafiki, Hassan al-
Usri, Hisham al-Temesmani and 
founding member Hamza Kettani 
left the PRV. Running as a candi-
date on the electoral list of the Is-
tiqlal Party for the city of Tangier, 
Temesmani was one of the most 
prominent Salafist figures in Mo-
rocco and Spain, where he served 
as president of the Islamic Centre of 
Greater Toledo.

The Istiqlal Party has been tra-
ditionally represented in Tangier 
since 1980s by businessmen from 
the Rif region.

Rafiki said he chose Istiqlal “be-
cause it is an established political 
party that has the finest scholars, 
militants and leaders within its 
ranks”. He stressed that there were 
shared projects with Istiqlal, no-
tably “the revival of the national 
Salafist thought, the Moroccanisa-
tion of Salafism, in a way that dis-
misses all forms of extremism, radi-
calism and intolerance. The aim is 
to produce an enlightened approach 
in dealing with the religious text so 
as to understand the current reality, 
its requirements and constraints.”

Yet, could it be a desire to obtain 
a seat in parliament that has driven 
Rafiki to join Istiqlal? Rafiki said that 
his decision was not only associ-
ated with the elections but also with 
the “decision of former detained 
Salafists to join Istiqlal, with the 
aim of working towards confront-
ing extremism and terrorism and 
strengthening the Moroccan iden-
tity.”

In this context Sati said: “The an-
nouncement of these Salafist figures 
of their intention to run in legisla-

tive elections comes as part of the 
process of integration into political 
life. This process started even before 
the royal pardon through a number 
of intellectual re-examinations.

“Some political parties have lured 
Salafist figures to their ranks, with 
simply one objective, that of the 
electoral pragmatism. The politi-
cal parties are actually looking for 
favourites who are able to snatch a 
seat in parliament.”

Neither Salafist candidate was 
elected and their lack of experience 
in politics may have taken its toll in 
the election. Nevertheless, the little 
adventure within moderate politi-
cal parties is a sign that prominent 
Salafist figures are seeking to learn 
from the failed Salafist political 
course in some countries since the 
“Arab spring”.

And, it appears that the Moroc-
can state is trying to eliminate every 
extremist seed within the Salafist 
movement, through the mecha-
nisms of dialogue and integration in 
political life. And so, Salafist figures, 
without exception, have shown a 
readiness to normalise with the of-
ficial principles of the Moroccan 
state, mainly by abandoning the 
takfiri discourse.

Mohamed Alaoui is a Moroccan 
writer.
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Hammad Kabbaj, a controversial cleric and Salafist member of the 
Justice and Development Party (PJD), gives an interview in the 
Moroccan city of Marrakech, last September.                                   (AFP)


