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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
This article seeks to determine the correlates of Lebanese Muslims Jihad: Islam; Lebanon; ISIS;
perceptions of the Islamic State (ISIS) which are measured using Sunnis; terrorism
the hypotheses that commitment to political Islam, young age,

education and occupational status would predict approval of ISIS.

In view of the accentuated polarisation between Sunnis and Shiis

along sectarian lines, it is proposed that dislike for the Shiis would

enhance the level of support for ISIS. The study was based on a

cross-sectional survey Lebanese Muslims (N=302) administered

during the fall of 2015.The suggestion is that adherence to the

tenets of political Islam, sectarianism and educational attainment

are major predictors of endorsement for ISIS.

Introduction

Islamic fundamentalism is an allegedly pervasive problem in world politics. The war on
terrorism has thus gathered major governments who have joined efforts to combat
Islamic groups. Whereas the years 1975 to 1991 represented the “militant phase” of the
Shii movement, latent Shi’i dissatisfaction represents a lesser menace than the recent awa-
kening of Sunni militancy traumatised by an urgent determination to repress anti-Shii
feeling. The resurgence of the Shiis and the decline in Sunni power has been intertwined
with the growth of an aggressive Islamist creed and political action amid Sunnis. Accord-
ing to this view, Sunni identity became an integral part of the philosophy and strategy of
fundamentalist groups allied with Al Qaeda, the Taliban and some of their offshoots.
Today, Sunni radicalism and sectarian warfare exemplify the main source of instability
in the Arab World. The objective of this research is to examine Lebanese Sunni
Muslims views of Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS)," a Jihadi-Salafi organisation
that praises violence, in order to contribute to our understanding of Islamic extremism
and those among the Sunnis who condone it.”

Exhilarated by its advances in Iraq and Syria and strained by Lebanon’s Hezbollah (the
Party of God) fighting the Sunnis in Syria alongside Bashar’s Assad regime, ISIS unleashed
an unprecedented wave of terror with the aim of expanding its Caliphate to Lebanon. The
group resorted to cruel tactics including beheadings, hostage-taking, explosions, suicide
bombings and also armed insurgency. Between 2013 and 2016, more than 159 individuals
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were killed and 1187 hurt as a result of ISIS-related assaults including civilians, military
and law enforcement agents. Consequently, ISIS is perceived as a highly active terrorist
organisation on Lebanese soil. In other terms, the group’s terrorist acts have caused the
greater number of fatalities than any other party in the last three years.’

The offensive led by ISIS and which targeted the government in Beirut and Hezbollah
activists and strongholds has some antecedents in Lebanon’s recent history. In 2000, an
uprising organised by the Wahhabis faction Takfir wal-Hijra* in Dinniyeh in the North
West of Tripoli was quashed by the Lebanese armed forces. The goal of the rebels was
to establish an Emirate in the country, which would repudiate non-Muslims. Sub-
sequently, the security services succeeded in uncovering and preempting a few assaults
by Sunni extremists. Between 2006 and 2008, the group known as Fatah Al-Islam (FI) rep-
resented the most alarming terrorist threat to Lebanon’s government. A bloody confron-
tation took place between the Lebanese government and the FI - who were attempting to
institute an Emirate in the country — during which 900 persons had died, resulting in the
highest number of casualties since peace was restored in 1990.

In November 2013, ISIS, which is the focus of the current study, declared a full-fledged
war on Lebanon. Therefore, Shia areas, Hezbollah guerrillas and members of the armed
forces became targets of ISIS operatives across Lebanon until the present day.

Statement of objective and significance

Esposito remarks that ISIS represents an “extraordinarily violent brand of Islam” and
“warped and distorted Salafi ideology” but ISIS justifies its actions or “defensive jihad”
by dwelling on themes such as “anti-Americanism, injustice, marginalization, poverty.”
Grounding their research on socio-economic and political indicators in 27 states, Estes
and Sirgy notice on the one hand that, “the Islamic Jihadists are additionally galvanized
by a powerful aspiration to restore the honor and preeminence of their religion across
the globe.”® Furthermore, they are ready for all sorts of sacrifices even self-sacrifice for
the sake of their religion based on promises of heavenly rewards for them, their families
and their community.

On the other hand, for Bazian, Islam is not the root cause but only used to justify ter-
rorist acts.” In similar fashion, Sageman underlines that political violence does not depend
on ideology but people engage in terrorism in order “to earn a sense of legitimacy within
the in group.”® Martin, however, claims that “there is a deeply rooted ideology of violence
in Islam - a military psychology ... it places high premium on victory ... with a certain
amount of justification in the Quran....”" Utilising quantitative methodology, this
article seeks to explain Sunni Lebanese attitudes toward ISIS. The aim of the study is to
determine:

(1) The Intensity of Islamic fervour among the respondents;
(2) The range of support to ISIS; and
(3) The assumed determinants of that support.

The primary task of this analysis is to measure the effect of political Islam, age, education
and occupation on support for ISIS. Moreover, the author suggests that ISIS violence is an
overwhelmingly men enterprise and women play a marginal role only. Kronsell’s analysis
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of Al Qaeda - concluded that, “The group permits gender to be revealed in the structures
of violent Jihad and the Salafi ideology, which both promote and limit women’s agency in
specific ways.”'® Whereas women’s participation in terrorist groups is not uncommon,
their presence seems more diverse within ISIS than usual: occupying roles in leadership,
domestic affairs, and acts of violence.!!

The author postulates that radical Islam, young age and low socio-economic status, that
is, less education and unemployment influence support for ISIS. In his opinion, it is poss-
ible to identify the factors that are linked to support and partaking in terrorism. These
assertions run against the assertions of Maleckova and Stanisic or Rae that, “There is
no typical recruit” that is, attributes such as age, education, marital status do not increase
or reduce the likelihood of participation in terrorism.'” In some European countries,
however, a large number of the foreign fighters “are extremely young, in some cases as
young as 13.”"

Numerous studies propose a direct link between oppression, poverty and humiliation
on one hand and with support and participation in terrorism on the other. For example,
Bravo and Dias advance that deprivation is directly associated with terrorism.'* Horgan
concurs that, “poor people are more likely to become terrorists ... because they are
angry or frustrated by their relative lack of wealth.”'® Gurr insists that poverty may engen-
der systemic injustice, which is utilised as a pretention for violent activities.'"® Kavanagh,
however, suggests that poverty influences political violence only when associated with high
education.'” Gerges claims Muslims resort to violence because they suffer from political
oppression and social repression in Western countries.'®

While Western policy-makers acknowledged the connection between social and econ-
omic problems and terrorism, experts continue to refute this thesis.'” Perliger, Koehler-
Derrick, and Pedahzur note that terrorists do not possess specific psychological or
social traits.”® Likewise, Piazza remarks that “contrary to popular opinion, no significant
relationship between any of the measures of economic development and terrorism can be
determined.”*' McDermott maintains, following a thorough investigation of the profiles of
the 9/11 perpetrators, that “they were not poor and were relatively well educated. Jobs,
however, were lacking ... None had attended a madrassa, Islamic schools.”*?

The prevailing perception in the West that injustice, poverty, economic depression
and social unrest fuels Islamic extremism ignores the force and importance of radical
Islam. Islamic history emphasises the persistence of notions related to the political con-
flict in Islam. While religion is not the sole motivator for terrorism, it is becoming
recently a primary instigator. One study suggests that Muslims who feel unfairly
treated and who favour the application of sharia are likely to turn to violent jihad.*?
They believe, jihad is a divine ordinance which can be executed through peaceful
means, while others associate it with violence. Atran, however, describes the terrorists
as “mostly young adults in transitional stages in life: students, immigrants, between
jobs or girlfriends, away from family and seeking a new home.” While having little reli-
gious education, they take advantage of “radical Islam to find personal significance
through a glorious cause.”**

This study which examines Lebanese Sunni Muslims’ approval of ISIS is important for
three reasons. First, it is indispensable to provide a reasonable appraisal of the wave of
relentless denigration of Islam as a divine religion. For instance, Woods attempts to per-
suade us that:
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Every major decision and law promulgated by the Islamic State adheres to ... the Prophetic
methodology, which means following the prophecy and example of Muhammad, in puncti-
lious detail.*

Second, Lebanon is a hub for various Sunni fundamentalist groups including Salafis, the
Jamaa Islamyya and many others. It provides a testable working field and a reliable indi-
cator of Sunni pro-radical sentiments. Third, while few public opinion polls have
addressed individual support for ISIS, none seem to have tackled delicate issues. Hence,
Pollock claims by a recent public opinion poll that:

ISIS has almost no popular support ... in Lebanon, not a single Christian, Shii, or Druze
respondent viewed ISIS favorably and as much as 99 percent of Lebanese Sunnis oppose
(ISIS) vehemently ... .*°

Similarly, the Arab Youth Survey in the MENA region held that almost 8 in 10 intervie-
wees revealed their concern about the rise of Daesh (ISIS), but

5 in 6 believed the terrorist group will eventually fail to establish the khilafa in the
Arab region.”” Despite increasing concern, the group is highly unpopular with just
13% of young Arabs saying they might support (ISIS) in case it did not use excessive
violence.

Interestingly, a previous poll (Poushter), had yielded completely different results.”® In
Lebanon, only 1% of the respondents viewed ISIS favourably. Whereas Christian and
Shi’i respondents expressed overwhelming distaste for the group, only 2% of the Sunni
Muslims respondents viewed ISIS positively.

The next section will highlight Sunni Lebanese reactions to the rise of ISIS as reported
in the Arab media. This will be followed by a discussion of political Islam and the concept
of religious violence, fraudulent political systems and Shi’i vs. Sunni inter-sectarian con-
frontation. The final section is confined to data analysis.

Arab reactions to the rise and growth of ISIS

Muslim public’s disaffection with the West is a recurrent motto in Arab media. Haddad
and Khashan found

considerable approval among Lebanese Sunnis for the September 11 Attacks, and for follow-
up attacks, including the use of weapons of mass destruction. Most of the respondents
believed that personal grievances warrant these attacks. Proneness to Islamic militancy pre-
dicted support for the attacks. Based on these findings, the authors predicted that a more
equitable global environment has the capacity to arrest its surge.

In general, Arab media editorials, opinion pieces and reports directly acknowledged the
severity and gravity of the rise and expansion of ISIS. The investigations focused, never-
theless, on two distinct lines of reasoning: the first prompted some extensive contempla-
tion by native speakers of Arabic about how such a merciless group could have surfaced
within the Sunni community. It called for an objective reconsideration and encouraged
realising major reforms in Arab-Islamic thought suggesting a re-examination of basic col-
lective beliefs and social rules. The second highlighted the role of the West and its ques-
tionably anti-Muslim stance on the Arab region’s immediate problems - central to this
argument is the US role in the post-2003 invasion of Iraq, the position of Western
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powers on the Syrian conflict and policies vis-a-vis Iran — which have exacerbated Sunni
militancy.

A Syrian columnist considered that jihadi terrorism is useless in relieving oppression
and has negative repercussions on Arab and Islamic societies.”” In an expression of
self-criticism, a Lebanese journalist claimed that: ISIS is attractive because it combines
ideologically Arab Nationalism, Socialism and political Islam. ISIS is uncompromising
and defiant ... but has eradicated the borders set by Sikes-Picot, ... and restored the
Islamic caliphate which symbolises justice and pride for Muslims against the colonisers
and the non-Muslims, and which establishes the Shariaa ... ISIS a mirror image of us.>®
A Jordanian reporter for the Saudi newspaper Al- Hayat, Ibrahim Barhoumeh, denounced
Daesh (ISIS) because he is “the enemy of all Muslims that degrades our reputation
and societies” but stressed that “oppression, marginalization, social disruption and the
spread of corruption in the Arab world breed extremism.””' An Iraqi writer reasoned
that Daesh is rejected by the Islamic faith, but the ordinary person is inclined to attribute
the group’s atrocities to Islam, thus “Muslim clerics need to clarify their legal position
regarding this organization.”*?

Muslims disillusion with the jihadists indicted US Middle Eastern policy for fueling the
tide of Islamic extremism. A Saudi commentator called Muslim leaders to defend the
Sunnis’ existence and their rights who are in conflict with the US. Arab Apprehension
results from “Washington’s hesitation to intervene in Syria, its alliance with Iran and the
Shiis in Iraq and its nonchalance towards Saudi Arabia and Turkey.” An Iraqi writer
resounded the temperament within Arab public opinion by associating the growth of
ISIS to “America’s biased attempt to outplay the shiis against the Sunnis in Iraq....”>”
Senior Lebanese political analyst, Sarkis Naoum, concomitantly described ISIS outrages as

a culmination of a protracted phase of partisanship for Israel and support for Arab author-
itarian regimes.34 Cautioning against a majestic plot against Muslims, Tuayjri seemed to
contend himself that ISIS massacres are commissioned by Western intelligence as part of
a strategy aimed at destroying Muslim societies.”” Another Saudi correspondent, Al
Outaiby, noticed that ISIS attacks against the French satirist magazine Charly Hebdo have
revealed to the world the intensity of Western hatred for Islam or Islamophobia.”®

Nizamuddin, an Arab writer, was impelled by the events to take a position. He urged Arab
leaders “to develop a strategy for curbing extremism but also for Western intervention to
solve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the different conflicts in the Middle East.”*’

Islam and political violence

The world is undeniably violent, where violence has become not merely a characteristic
but rather a way of life. People suffer from extensive but sometimes preventable forms
of violence that devastate individuals, groups and communities. Regulating the use of
anarchic violence through mechanisms of social control is, therefore, a prerequisite of
every social order. Islam has unquestionably been subjected to aggression, conspiracy
and violence by non-Muslims. Ibn Baz the former highest religious authority of Saudi
Arabia explains:

Ever since the beginning of Islam, the unbelievers have never ceased plotting against this pre-
cious Muslim Ummabh ... .The Muslims today face a barbaric onslaught from their Enemies-
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The Jews, Christians, atheists, secularists ... .it’s the duty of every Muslim to repel the attacks
with every legitimate means possible.*®

Muslim political thought is initially structured around notions of violence that specify
divine orders and restrictive measures. A careful reading of the political history of Islam
shows that the phenomenon of violence was traditionally a major tactic used by various
groups justified by passages in the Quran and the Sunnah. Muhammad (AD 570-632)
appeared as the Prophet introducing Islam in the Arab region over 1400 years ago,
with Muslim rule expanding across the MENA region. At times the Muslim armies
were welcomed by local populations as liberating them from the taxation of the Byzantine
and Sassanid (Persian) empire. During the first century of Islam, many people did become
Muslims but considerable sectors of Middle Eastern populations retained their faiths like
Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians.>

Prophet Muhammad perfected the entire governmental apparatus bequeathing an
unequivocal paradigm later encapsulated in the Sharia. The state is a permanent vehicle
of the sharia. As long as the Islamic state existed, up to the abolition of the Caliphate in
1924, the sharia was implemented exclusively and comprehensively.*” Muhammad bin
Abdul Wahhab who was aggressively intolerant and uncompromising, demanded that
his followers hate “all apostates, blasphemers and unbelievers,” and adopt militant jihad
to conquer the world for Islam. He preached that those who died on jihad would immedi-
ately go to heaven. The mission of Mohammed to propagate Islam continued for 14 cen-
turies culminating with the establishment of an impressive kingdom that spread from
Samarqgand to Casablanca.

In fact, the most disastrous effect of the Crusades was Islam’s retreat into isolation “the
self-conscious concern with preserving, restoring, or fixing Islam’s authoritative role in poli-
tics began before this, with such nineteenth-century figures as Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and
then, more forcefully, the intellectual responses to the 1918 abolition of the Ottoman Cali-
phate” and the responses to the secularist manifesto of the al-Azhar school.*'

From the prophet’s death in 632 CE onwards different groups within Islam have often
dismissed other Muslims as unbelievers and worthy of death due to difference in theolo-
gical thinking. The khawarij also known as kharijites, adopting a doctrine of takfir (disbe-
lief), are an expression of increased discontent within the Muslim society.*” Mustafa
describes them “as a populist revolutionary party which represents the dissatisfied fac-
tions.” According to their view, it is the public which conveys the Caliph’s higher authority
but if he fails to accomplish his tasks or if he does not work to achieve the public good then
he must be impeached or even killed. They dwelled on the connection between work and
worship and engaged in bloodshed. Any Muslim who do not abide by their directives was
considered a traitor worthy of Jihad.

Hoffman has termed Islamic fundamentalism a

youth revolt, reflecting the particular anxieties created by the necessity to find one’s own
identity in a world of perplexing choices particularly in cities and universities. Many
Muslim fundamentalists come to see their lives bifurcated between an Islamic culture that
provides moral values, community, and spiritual satisfaction, and a Western culture that pro-
vides access to the material improvement of their lives.*’

The political and social transformation of Islam was accomplished at the encouragement
of authoritarian and revolutionary Arab governments during the 1950s, which exemplified
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a more radical form of Western nationalism, and proved to be enemies of Islam and its
exponents. Since the source of these regimes was “Western Impulse,” they failed to
attain true independence and social justice, or to liberate Palestine.** This failure was
exposed in all its severity in the wake of the Arab defeat of 1948 and more importantly
with the failure of Nasserism and Arab nationalism. After 1967, the Salafi ideology
surged in various forms, ideas and actions but its surge was not surprising. It came as
the end product of a series of defeats from Muhamad Ali to Nasser.

When Abu Bakr was chosen to succeed the prophet, the first conformist caliph, to lead
the Ummah he humbly proclaimed: “If I do well support me. If I make a mistake counsel
me ... As long as I obey God and the prophet obey me.”**

The Quran articulates the duty of Muslims to expand the Muslim Ummah “to bring as
many people under its rule as possible” through mobilising and motivating Muslims to
fight the unbelievers ... those killed in the battlefield called “martyrs” will go to paradise.

In 1928, the Muslim Brotherhood emerged in Egypt. A religious zealot movement bent
on philosophically radical political activism vowing to abolish British domination and to
creating a new civilisation based on Quran and Sharia. The movement became influential
in pan-Arab politics during the 1930s as it expanded to the Levant and North Africa.*®
Hassan Al banna, its founder, considered non-involvement in politics an “Islamic
crime.”*” He described his mission as Salafiyya or traditional mission. He described his
society as a Quranic, Islamic society which does not deviate from Gods Book and his Mes-
senger’s Sunna.*® After all, the goal of many fundamentalists is the Islamisation of the
society by the seizure of government by righteous Muslims whether by coup or democratic
process.*’ An Islamic ruling order should apply the Sharia systematically. Current Islamic
revolutionary thought has been greatly influenced by Abdul Salam Farag, the founder of
the Jihad Organization in Egypt. Farag considered that next to the five pillars of Islam, the
sixth is the implementation of jihad-called the Hidden Imperative, which has been
ignored.”

Numerous explanations have been advanced regarding women’s adherence to an
Islamic fundamentalist ideology. Mahmood emphasises that, “Muslim women are active
agents in the rise of fundamentalist values rather than victims of false consciousness.””"
Hardacre holds that women’s involvement in Islamic fundamentalist movements results
from alienation and deprivation and fear of change. Thus, they are attracted to these
movements seeking security and kinship networks.”® Blaydes and Linzer, therefore, con-
clude that “increasing economic opportunities for women in the Muslim world will lead to
a decrease in fundamentalism.”>

Experts argue, taking Al Qaeda and Hezbollah as a frame of reference, that Islamic fun-
damentalism is defined “as being as great a threat to world peace, democracy, and freedom
as Communism was before.”>* Furthermore, Kurth equates the Islamist threat with the
communist threat, namely Iran. He suggests that “the US should combat this new ideology
by separating moderate adherents from extremist adherents, Sunni Muslims from Shiis
and Muslim militias from Islamic terrorists.”>> In fact, Wahhabi movements, intolerant
and uncompromising, survived in modified forms under the auspices of Saud family of
Saudi Arabia who financed its expansion across the continent. Ross-Valentine estimates
the expenditures to revolve around 87 billion dollars for the sake of preventing the
growth of the Shi’is.”® Believing themselves to be the only representatives of true Islam,
they conceived, the Wahhabi denounced non-Muslims and called for jihad either by
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the dissemination of religious literature or by violent struggle.”” Hegghammer explained
that tribal participation in the Ikhwan revolts during the 1920s, in the Grand Mosque
seizure, in addition to partaking in the 9/11 attacks, sparked debates on whether
“certain tribes suffer political marginalization, carry historical grievances against the Al-
Saud or possess a particularly rebellious culture that makes them prone to Islamist radic-
alism.”*® The Saudi family has been able to strengthen its legitimacy by swiftly seeking the
backing of religious clerics and crushing dissent within the kingdom. However, it contin-
ued tacit financial support for Muslim resistance movements from Bosnia to Hamas in
Palestine.” Additionally, dissident Sunni clerics maintained that the United States was
propping up the royal family, whose rule was increasingly interpreted as illegitimate in
Islamic terms. They charged the regime with engaging in a self-serving relationship
with Washington.

In the late twentieth century, a tide of Shia-Sunni struggles disrupted the Muslim world.
Shii revolutionary moderate fundamentalism is pitted against Sunni radical movements, in
fact “The most compelling reasons to moderate Shii views on political Islamism is ... the
determination from the Sunni community to block them from power and disputes within
the community regarding the role of religion in politics.”*® The rise of Sunni consciousness
and its sectarian posturing after the Iranian revolution served to draw a clear wedge
between Sunni and Shia Islam, equating the former with “true” Islam and their govern-
ments as its defenders and branding the latter as obscurantist extremism.®’ To Sunni
Arabs, Arab Shia owe basic loyalty to Iran. Iran’s militant posture and confrontational
rhetoric increased polarisation between Sunnis and Shia in the Arab world. Anti-Shi’a vio-
lence became a fundamental part of the ideology of Sunni militancy. Therefore, the con-
flict continues whether in the form of scholarly debates and canonical discussions or
bloody confrontations.®>

Data and measurement

The methodology used in this study is a survey design of adult Sunni Muslim respondents
(N'=302) and their responses were analysed using statistical methods. According to esti-
mates, Lebanon’s Sunni population accounts for 27-29% of the total population of around
4.3 million. They are mostly concentrated in west Beirut, Sidon in the south, Central and
Western Beqaa, and Akkar and Tripoli in the North. The survey data help us understand
whether a religious ideology that justifies armed jihad, adoption of Islamic law and the
reinstatement of an Islamic state is associated with support for the group known as
ISIS. All stages of the survey administration went smoothly, without any hindrance
from authorities. Interviews for this study were conducted during the months of
October and November 2015 by 19 interviewers and supervised by the main investigator
who is knowledgeable in quantitative research in Lebanon and from time to time carries
opinion surveys. The interviewers attended a course on interview techniques at the Amer-
ican University of Beirut and were familiar with questionnaire preparation. This helped to
keep the refusal rate low, though of course this effect is impossible to measure precisely. In
any event, respondent interest in the survey was strong primarily due to media focus on
the ISIS phenomenon.

The survey has a stratified random sample of 302 Sunni Lebanese respondents drawn
from the above-mentioned Sunni concentrated areas. Interviewers who were explicitly
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trained by the principal investigator performed face to face interviews with the respon-
dents. Interviewers and respondents were matched in terms of religious background.
All data entries were coded and recoded and then analysed using SPSS.

When compared to official census data on Lebanon the sample population differs in
some respect. First, the proportion of males is higher than their actual representation in
the Lebanese population, with 65% of the respondents being males.”> This reflects the
problem of accessibility in rural areas in closed religious societies where interviews are
undertaken with the head of family on behalf of most family members. Second, though
age distribution is somewhat comparable to that of the population with only 39% of the
population being older than 40 years — people with higher education are extremely over-
represented. People with little education encompass only16% of the sample.** Finally,
people who reported a rural residential background accounted for 52% of the sample.®

Dependent variable

The dependent variable in this analysis concerns “respondents’ attitudes towards ISIS”
based on responses to the following questionnaire items:
1. Do you expect ISIS geographic jurisdiction to expand? (n =298).

Strongly yes Yes No Strongly no
07 25 40 27

2. Do you think that the majority of Lebanon’s Sunnis support ISIS? (n =298).

Strongly yes Yes No Strongly no
06 24 38 31

3. How frequently have you talked positively about ISIS to family and friends? (n =
295).

Most of the time Sometimes Never
10 24 66

4. In case a member of your family joined ISIS, would you? (n =299).

Strongly accept Accept Oppose Strongly Oppose
03 08 22 67

5. Do you consider ISIS to be a legitimate Islamic resistance movement: (n =295).

Strongly Agree Agree Unsure
13 23 64

The distribution of possible responses between supporters and opponents of ISIS sanc-
tions the construction of a scale of support toward ISIS. Consequently, respondents’
answers were recoded. One battery of attitudes was established through factor analysis,
which ascertained the strong inter-correlation of items 1 through 5, concerning the
degree to which respondents approve ISIS. All five items were incorporated to form a
scale (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Factor analysis scores for political Islam and support for ISIS
scales using varimax rotation.

Factor 1 Factor 2
Political Islam
Jihad is legitimate to protect Muslims? 0.77 0.13
Support the establishment of Caliphate? 0.70 0.45
Live under the Sharia law in Lebanon? 0.83 0.21
Support for ISIS
ISIS jurisdiction to expand 0.13 0.72
Majority of Sunnis support ISIS 0.15 0.82
ISIS is legitimate 0.35 0.11
Talked positively about ISIS 0.29 0.54
Family member to join ISIS 0.22 0.77
Sample size 302

Notes: The first and second factors explain 26% and 35% of the variance, respectively.
The bold values seek to differentiate between the items pertaining to Political Islam
SCALE and those pertaining to Support for ISIS scale.

Measures of political Islam

Frequency distributions for all three variables tapping distinctive aspects of political Islam
in order to evaluate empirically the research hypotheses are presented below:
1. Do you believe that armed jihad is legitimate in order to protect Muslims? (n =294).

Strongly yes Yes No Strongly no
18 26 33 23

2. Do you support the establishment of an Islamic state in Lebanon? (n =298).

09 23 44 25

3. Do you support the application of the Sharia in Lebanon? (n =299).

14 28 39 18

One cluster of attitudes was identified by factor analysis reflecting the strong inter-cor-
relation of items 1 through 5, concerning the degree to which respondents endorse ISIS.
The three items were correlated to form a scale of political Islam (see Table 1).

ISIS and sectarianism

The relationships between independent and dependent variables could be confounded
by political variables. An increasing number of studies contend that individual views of
Hezbollah and Iran determine attitudes toward foreign policy, fundamentalism and ter-
rorism in the Arab World.%® In fact, while scholars have focused on associations
between views of Hezbollah and Iran on one hand and a multitude of direct measures,
the effect of these views on support for ISIS has not been investigated. McCauley et al.
poll of 430 Ottawa Muslims assessed “approval of Western powers (US, Canada, Israel,
United Nations) and challengers of Western power (Al-Qaeda, Hamas, Hezbollah, gov-
ernment of Iran).”®” Subsequently, Pratto et al. found that “religious fundamentalism is
positively linked to Iran-Syria role and Western role among the Shiis and positively to
Saudi role among the Sunnis.”®® And recently, in a challenging essay, Tausch discloses
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that “Shari ’a law and the favorability of terrorist organizations such as Hamas and Hez-
bollah contributed to the approval or the rejection of terrorist acts.”®

The regression models in this study include two covariates as statistical controls that
account for respondents view of Hezbollah and Iran:

1. How do you feel toward the regime in Iran? (n =295).

Strongly yes Yes No Strongly no
02 08 36 54

2. Do you approve or disapprove of Hezbollah’s role in Lebanon?

Approve Disapprove Strongly disapprove
31 38 36

Finally, a series of regular socio-demographic control variables are used in the analysis
such as age, educational attainment and occupational status including two of binary cat-
egorical variables to account for gender and residential background.

Data analysis

Before moving ahead to report the results of multivariate analysis, the frequency distri-
butions displayed are worthy of some consideration. First, almost one-third of the
respondents support ISIS, recognise it as legitimate organisation, acknowledge having
talked positively about it and believe the majority of Lebanon’s Sunni population endorse
ISIS activities. Second, only 1 out of 10 respondents is willing to permit a family member
to take part in the group’s actions. These results, which are inconsistent with what is
already known about Lebanese Sunni population, raise few questions regarding the political
allegiances of the community. Hajjar argues that Lebanon’s Sunnis feel angry and margin-
alised, they are in disequilibrium and suffer from a political vacuum as a result of the absence
of their moderate leaders. As a result, radical movements are invited to fill the gap. He
acknowledges that most Sunnis have lost confidence in the Lebanese authorities and look
for extremist movements for protection.70 By the same token, Shbaru recounts how
many adolescents living in the slums of Bab Al Tubanneh in Tripoli, a misery belt which
is a hub of extremism, “are attracted to jihad ... . because of deteriorating socio-economic
conditions an increasing number of families are joining ISIS in Syria”.”!

Besides destitution, another factor is worth consideration. Naoum remarks that
whereas most Lebanese Sunnis are moderates, they implicitly would like to see ISIS
winning the battle, in order to dissuade the threat of Iran and Hezbollah. The intervention
of Syrian refugees (Sunnis) in Lebanon in the conflict against the Shiis would have dama-
ging repercussions on Lebanese society.”” In describing Sunni Lebanese attitude towards
the Islamic State, Naoum himself highlighted earlier the difference between a supportive
environment constituted of a minority and sympathetic non-supportive environment for
every fighter against Syrian an Iranian regime, which engulfs a majority of the Sunnis in
Lebanon.”” The first is effective and attracts the majority.

Furthermore, this study’s findings run against previous findings, which reported that
Lebanese Muslims approval rates of ISIS are less than 1%.”* Sunni respondents’ higher
endorsement rates for the jihadi group are attributed to few inherent factors like aversion



DEFENSE & SECURITY ANALYSIS (&) 253

to the Shiis, estrangement from the Lebanese state, admiration for power and predisposi-
tion to anomic terrorism and the Lebanese, the current refugee policy and Lebanon’s
Justice and Prison System.”

Descriptions, however, leave unanswered the question of how these attitudes are associ-
ated with predisposition to militant Islamic tendency. The patterns of responses are com-
patible across the three components of the political Islam variable. While almost an equal
number of respondents support the application of Sharia and considered jihad to be a reli-
gious duty (more than 4 out of 10), one-third of the respondents sanctioned the establish-
ment of the Caliphate. In general, a substantial number of the respondents exhibited
significant approval of political Islam.

The conflict in Syria impacted heavily on Lebanon’s Sunni community. Sheikh Ahmad
Assir, a jihadi-Salafi Imam, called on his supporters to “fight Hezbollah’s and the Syrian
regime.” This way, participants would be fulfilling a divine imperative in line within the
requirements of jihad. He condemned Hezbollah rush to help Damascus in combating
Syrian Sunni Muslims opposition forces.”® This stand was reiterated by another Sunni
cleric from Tripoli, Salem al-Rafei, to call for a “general mobilization for holy war against
Hezbollah in Syria ... We also have our Lebanese Sunni people in Syria to defend.”””

However, some Sunni figures have taken a different stance. In an open letter, a promi-
nent Sunni Lebanese lawyer warned that “ISIS is a threat to Islam, the whole world is
opposed to Islam today ... ISIS adopts distorted religious views ... its Caliphate is unreal

. it destroys Islam.””® The ISIS campaign in Lebanon raised concerns that militants are
seeking to establish an enclave in Northern Lebanon along the lines of the declared Cali-
phate in Syria and Iraq. Based on street interviews in Tripoli, the Wall Street Journal
reported conflicting views regarding Daesh:

While most admit that poverty resulting from neglect by the Lebanese government, creates
an environment in which they can thrive ... The ideas of Daesh are not accepted by the
people in Tripoli ... Our people are sophisticated and educated. Who can approve of decapi-
tations and selling women to slavery in the 21st century? ... though people here are unhappy,
most of them are not going to side with Daesh ... But if Hezbollah comes here, they will defi-
nitely side with Daesh against Hezbollah.”

Sunni distaste for Hezbollah has deprived the party from significant popular support. Only
3 out of 10 respondents rated the party positively. In fact, Jaber considers that,

Hezbollah is not anymore part of the Lebanese resistance, nor a factor in sustaining the battle
against Israel ... its politics go against the usual resistance tide. The party’s intervention in
Syria deprived it from at least half of the public support.*’

Explaining support for ISIS

Despite their importance, marginal percentages cannot tell how age, gender, occupation,
education, sectarianism and attachment to political Islam influence attitudes toward ISIS.
They cannot tell whether the differences in attitudes towards ISIS are a result of differences
in levels of approval of political Islam, sectarianism and differences in socio-economic
attributes of the respondents in the sample.

Thus, the author now turns to a more rigorous explanation of attitudes towards ISIS in
connection with respondents’ background characteristics using three ordered linear
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regression models in which he anticipated support for ISIS to be a function of respondent’s
characteristics. The results of this analysis are presented in Table 2.

The findings are not surprising and conform to theoretical expectations and past
research. The first model includes only political Islam with no control variables. It suggests
a strong link between militant religious tendencies and support for ISIS. The addition of a
set of demographic and economic measures in model 2 diminishes the independent effect
of political Islam only slightly. Curiously, it shows a powerful effect for education: endor-
sement of ISIS is significantly more pronounced among the less educated than among
highly educated respondents. The third and final model comprises, in addition to back-
ground characteristics and political Islam, measures of sectarianism. Again, the introduc-
tion of sectarianism does little to alter the effect of education and political Islam, which
remains the most consistent and important predictor of support for ISIS.

The coefficients displayed in column 3 in Table 2 suggest that Lebanese Sunni respon-
dents’” approval of ISIS appears entirely unrelated to age, gender, marital, residential or
occupational status. Education, political Islam and sectarianism, however, exert significant
impact on the dependent variable. Specifically, individuals who are religious, who dislike
Hezbollah and who are less educated are more likely to endorse ISIS.

On the whole, multivariate analysis showed that young age and masculinity failed to be
a predictor for attitudes towards ISIS. Previously published research, however, held that
women are becoming increasingly militant and join terrorist organisations when there
is a shortage of militants®' or, when required, to conceal certain activities under their
veil.*> On the other hand, few maintain that women are to provide men militants with
sexual pleasure to keep up their morale for fighting high.*> There is a significant
amount of diversity within the profiles of women becoming radicalised and migrating
to ISIS territory. It is not possible to create a broad profile of females at risk of radicalisa-
tion based on age, location, ethnicity, family relations or religious background.

This study’s findings are in line with that, “women can be seen as both active agents and
voiceless victims and their roles cannot be judged within a monolithic frame as their roles
are multilayered and situational.”®* ISIS savagery with regard to women is unprecedented.
Despite unwarranted brutality directed against women, Spencer sounded confident that it
is a necessary component that guarantees the existence of the organisation.* Jibran
concurs: “Young uneducated women are attracted to roles in the battle because Isis

Table 2 Linear regression models predicting the effects of Political Islam on
support for ISIS.

Model1 Model2 Model3
Measures of religiousness
Political Islam A5* .38* 33*
Sociodemographics
Male — -.06 -.05
Age — .06 .07
Currently employed — -.07 -.10
Urban residence — .04 .03
Educational attainment (ordinal) — -.28*% -.26*
Anti-Shiism
Negative rating of Iran — — .00
Disapproval of Hizbollah — — 30%
Adjusted R? .20 27 34
Sample size 302 302 302

*p < 0.001.
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think they can reach enemies who are otherwise unreachable and can marry, prepare food,
act as nurses, clean ... to these traditional roles to become part of the Islamic state, to con-
tribute to its formation, be part of Utopia.”®® Previous research by Haddad in Lebanon
found that females are more inclined than males to support suicide terrorism.®” But, in
a subsequent study, women engaged in the Sunni-Salafi group Fatah-Al-Islam were com-
pletely absent.*® Actually, Lebanese Sunni women are not directly attracted to the current
fundamentalist tide. Though they share extremist beliefs, they tend to follow their hus-
bands or male head of family when it comes to manifesting political tendencies. This iso-
lationist stand makes them only marginal supporters for the jihadists.

On the other hand, the hypotheses stating that socio-economic variables are associated
with perceptions of ISIS were only partially verified, whereas political Islam is a powerful
predictor of respondents’ support for the organisation. This is in line with Fair’s, who
found that piety influences support for sectarianism and that individual interpretation
of sharia increases support for sectarian militancy.* By the same token, Levin concluded
that support for Al Qaeda was motivated more by the aim of protecting Islam from
Western cultural influence and hurting Americans. Al Qaeda offers the opportunity to
“defend Islam and, in the extreme, hurt Americans to Lebanese and Syrian Muslims
who feel disgust and contempt toward Americans for attacking their religion.””® Part of
what makes individual mobilisation difficult to study is that terrorism remains a rare
phenomenon: very few people are willing to join terrorist groups, even when they agree
with the terrorists’ political goals or share their sacred value.”’ Far more individuals
hold radical views than are willing to engage in violent action.”> The most significant,
and altogether frightening, aspect of all of this has been the burgeoning spread of
demands by Salafi groups “for the establishment of an Islamic state, the implementation
of Sharia law, a rejection of and antipathy towards societal diversity and pluralism.”*?

Sectarianism, in the form of increased polarisation between Shiis and Sunnis, is a
primary factor in the rise of the Salafi movement. The increased attractiveness and
power of certain Salafi clerics within the Sunnis in Lebanon added to their anti-Shii pos-
itions. This is aggravated by Iran’s and Hezbollah’s military backing of the Alawite regime
in Syria. This tripartite alliance aims at controlling Sunnis in Lebanon as well. According
to Al Mawla “Sunni groups saw events in Lebanon as connected to those in Iraq and
Bahrain, where Iran is seen to be working to establish a ‘Shiite Crescent’ across the
Levant and Mesopotamia.”*

Given the rarity of terrorist mobilisation — even in societies where the terrorists’ stated
grievances are broadly shared - it stands to reason that there must be individual risk
factors that explain why some members of an aggrieved group join terrorist groups
while most do not. Education is a complicated variable. When socio-economic conditions
are good, education makes mobilisation to terrorism more difficult. But when these con-
ditions are unfavourable, education is a risk factor, according to several studies.””

Interestingly, one study has shown empirically that jihadists living in Muslim majority
countries are significantly better educated than jihadists who live in the West; and engin-
eers are overrepresented from everywhere except Saudi Arabia, where engineering skills
are prized and engineers are far less likely to be underemployed.”® Engineers do not
seem to be recruited for bomb making, as might be hypothesised.”” The authors,
propose two possible explanations for reasons engineers are recruited in such high
numbers: unmet professional expectations and personality types. Three personality
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traits have been linked to right-wing attitudes by political psychologists: a desire to draw
rigid boundaries between insiders and outsiders, a need for cognitive closure, and prone-
ness to disgust. They argue, based on survey data, that these traits are stronger among
engineers and weaker among humanities and social science graduates.”®

In Lebanon, Salafism focused on society’s uneducated underclass and has proven
capable of remarkable mass mobilisation.”” Ogando disagrees with Salafists claim that

engineers have habits of thought that predispose them toward radicalization and which are
much in demand by the Islamic groups. One example they give involves a tendency among
engineers to believe in one best solution (monism). Another is a tendency to believe remedies
to most problems would be simple if people were only rational (simplism).'?°

Concerning technical issues, the present study is unique in its conceptualisation of “the
support for ISIS scale” which is uni-dimensional according to factor analysis and highly
homogenous according to reliability examination. One implication is that it represents
an opportunity in the future for researchers to replicate it using different samples in differ-
ent contexts. The author’s attempt to conceptualise and measure support for ISIS as a mul-
tidimensional construct has yielded many encouraging results than did earlier studies. One
limitation, on the other hand, is that the explanations offered may be ruled out or con-
firmed after the results of longitudinal studies in favour or against the propositions that
have been presented. Another limitation is that self-reported measures of attachment to
the tenets of radical Islam or ISIS are subject to different forms of response bias which
threaten the validity of the interviews.

Conclusion

The main goal of this article is to explicitly examine respondents’ attitudes towards ISIS in
Lebanon. It differs from most preceding studies that were concerned mainly with the
profile of terrorists themselves and only secondarily with the societies from which the per-
petrators are recruited. Scholars concede that the dynamics and tactics of terrorist groups
are contingent, at least partially, on their community’s support. Support from a variety of
actors facilitates terrorism. The inquiry described here emphasises Lebanon’s Sunni popu-
lation in an attempt to explain popular support for the spectacular Salafi organisation and
pro-ISIS attitudes in a well-determined environment. The results attest that a considerable
proportion of respondents in the country condone ISIS-related actions. Those predisposed
to support radical fanatics — while they should not to be confused with the terrorists them-
selves — have the authority to accord a dimension of legitimacy on the terrorists just by
acknowledging their methods.

According to Simon and Martini, who have studied Al Qaeda, “these consist of diffuse
or very loosely aligned supporters who welcome the news of a new terrorist attack or do
not make an effort to distance themselves from the group Al Qaeda’s claim to represent
their cause.” They added that “denying terrorists the support of these constituents is a
crucial component in the war on terrorism and requires approaches.”'®" Contrary to
theoretical expectations, few studies acknowledge that “approval of Islamist terror is
associated with lack of education but not with destitution or unemployment.”'**
Support is also more pronounced among adherents to the dogmas of religious militancy
and co-varies with sectarian sentiments.
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The data indicate that for all respondents, the most important predictor of attitudes
toward ISIS is political Islam. The greater the devotion to Islamic creed, the more likely
respondents are to voice support for ISIS. The evidence suggests that the basic Isis goal
of restoring the primitive Islamic caliphate or empire has exploded fundamental sympa-
thies among Lebanese Sunni Muslims. A Muslim Sunni observer explains:

Our problem is with those who think they are delegated by God to purge the earth before
their trip to heaven ... the traitor, the idiot, the frustrated does not deserve to be applauded
... these acts are the product of conspiracies in the brains of insane people.

However, the current findings indicate that pro-ISIS attitudes in the sample are more pro-
nounced than in most previous poll results conducted in Lebanon. In fact, the various
studies measured support for ISIS using a single item. While this choice minimises
missing data and increases comparability, the author decided to devise a battery of ques-
tions to tap perceptions of ISIS, in order to increase the predictive power of the model.
Scales provide evidence of reliability more than single items’ measures. This in part
explains the difference in support levels and the strong impact of some independent vari-
ables on the dependent variable.

Multivariate analysis has indicated the type and number of predictive variables, that is,
coefficients of control variables (age, gender education and marital status) on the depen-
dent variable. The second facet is connected with how much variance the regression
equation explains. The higher the percentage of explained variance available, the more
confident we can be in determining which independent variables cause which impact.
Explanation of variance reduces uncertainty and improves predictability, which is the
main objective of the social research. The regression explains 34% of the variance. This
high variance level signals extreme robustness and tends to confirm that the study suc-
ceeded in uncovering the real causes and correlates of “Lebanese Sunni ascent to ISIS
terrorism.”

Terrorism underscores the seriousness of the unresolved political questions in the Arab
World from Palestine to Iraq. Treating Islamic terror as a mere security problem camou-
flages the inherent dynamism that keeps it recurring with ever increasing intensity. Absent
a political solution to the endless regional conflicts, these radical jihadi groups breed wide
popularity among Lebanese Muslims, feed support for the argument that only terrorism
will achieve equitable solutions and restore political rights. Terrorism attests to a corrigible
defect in human behaviour mainly emanating from a long-drawn conflict without an end
in sight. A disposition toward terrorism bespeaks an advanced stage of frustration, hope-
lessness and propensity for self-destruction in the guise of national liberation and delu-
sions of grandeur.
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