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Abstract 
 

The refugee crisis has been one of the main foci in western media the last years. Many 

European countries are raising their concerns on the refugees and how they are not able to 

help them. This thesis is a desk study which seeks to examine the Syrian refugee influx upon 

Lebanon.  Michael Brown’s book about reasons about internal conflicts have been the 

guideline to mark out any eventual internal conflicts a big refugee influx can eventually stir 

upon a country. The thesis will try to analyse and figure out if the refugee crisis will fuel the 

already existing sectarian tensions in the country. 

The do not clearly establish whether the refugee influx in Lebanon will potentially produce a 

new civil war or not. The refugee crisis has proven itself to be a burden for Lebanon within 

many of its internal sectors and the political tensions run higher now than earlier. The 

possibility for a renewed civil war is therefore not impossible but at the same time it might as 

well be avoided completely. 
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Research problem 

After the outbreak of the Arab spring the mass protests in Syria eventually led to a civil war 

which until this point in time, when this paper is written, still isn’t over. Due to deterioration 

of the security and humanitarian situation in Syria thousands of Syrians flee the country, and 

seek refuge in neighbouring countries. The Syrian refugee crisis is an event that many of us 

are aware of, what many do not know is that Lebanon hosted more refugees than any other 

country relative to their populations. The fact that more than 1.2 million displaced Syrians 

currently residing in Lebanon shows the scale of the refugee crisis (Norwegian church aid 

2015, p.3).   

How will this refugee crisis affect Lebanon in form of, political, social, economic and 

demographic issues? Will the political map be redrawn, and most importantly will it trigger 

an internal conflict? 

Lebanon is a small country that consists of 10.400 sq. km with a small population of 6 

million inhabitants (Including the current Syrian refugees). Religion plays a big role in the 

everyday life of most of the citizens in Lebanon, the largest groups are Sunni and Shia 

Muslims and Catholic Christians (World factbook, 2017). 

The sectarian violence which historically is rooted in the various religions in the country, has 

once again increased and a proxy war in the city of Tripoli is on-going were two 

neighbourhoods of different religious identities are engaging in an armed conflict with each 

other, where one side is Sunni and has suspected ties with Syrian rebel groups while the other 

side consists of Lebanese Alawites (A religious branch in the Shi’a Muslim faith) who are 

loyal to the Syrian Assad-regime (Schöpfer, 2015, p.34).  

It is an alarming sign that the Syrian conflict has found its way into Lebanon and that it is 

already claiming Lebanese lives one of the most recent would be the situation in Tripoli, 

Lebanon has already suffered from spill over effects from earlier conflicts and refugee 

influxes mainly from the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. There is a fear that this local conflict 

might spread. While many affluent states in Europe have found the refugee crisis to be 
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straining on their societies and economies, 1.2 million Syrian refugees have sought refuge in 

Lebanon (UNCHR, 2017). With the refugees mainly consisting of Muslims, the Christians in 

Lebanon might find this to be problematic and that this will further fuel the sectarian violence 

in Lebanon. Since Lebanon already has a turbulent history, the possibility of a new conflict is 

something that the rest of the world should not just ignore. 

One important subject that the books and current research do not really cover today is the on-

going refugee crisis. Since many Syrian refugees end up in neighbouring countries around 

Syria, in this case Lebanon, Lebanon would surely be heavily affected by this refugee crisis 

in many levels. The existing literature and research that is either written before the refugee 

crisis or is to recent with other focuses, so it does not fully cover the crisis and analyse the 

effect on Lebanon’s stability and safety. Therefore, this thesis will try to focus on the refugee 

crisis in Lebanon and if it threatens Lebanon's internal safety or not. Some might argue that 

refugee flows are not a threat to a nation's safety, some might beg the differ. Due to the 

divided narrative, many individuals have on conflicts and refugees this thesis will try to 

provide some objective information on how the Syrian refugee flow affects Lebanon and the 

problems it brings. Is it manageable or is it pulling the country towards an internal conflict?  

But what is it that makes this thesis work important and relevant today? Much of the current 

research today about refugee crisis has mostly focused on which effects a large-scale refugee 

crisis will have on Western countries. The research has been made by Western countries and 

scholars with the purpose to see how the refugee crisis will affect their own countries. What 

this thesis failed to find is earlier existing deep research on the Syrian refugee crisis impact 

on the neighbouring host countries. The refugee crisis on Lebanon seems to be far more 

relevant to focus the current research on what, because hypothetically an eventual catastrophe 

seems to be far more likely to fall upon Lebanon rather than in any other Western country. 

Lebanon is already suffering from the effects of earlier conflicts such as the Israel-Palestinian 

conflict. The situation is also further complicated with different religious groups in Lebanon 

which is linked to fighting forces within Syria. 

Therefore, thesis will hopefully contribute to a broader knowledge of the impact a refugee 

crisis will bring upon host countries when it comes to peace and stability.  
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1.2 Research objective 

The objective of this study is to identify the potential threats the Syrian refugee crisis may 

pose to Lebanon. The main goal is to see whether the vast number of displaced Syrians will 

ignite a new internal conflict in Lebanon The objective is to identify the impact of the influx 

of hundreds of thousands of refugees on peace and security in Lebanon.  

1.3 Research question  

The below question is the sole research question that this thesis will cover and try to explain. 

To do that however, the question must be divided into certain sub divisions were different 

societal and political aspects are being analysed. 

Is the country at risk to end up in a new full-scale conflict due to the refugee crisis, if 

so, what warning signs are apparent?  

1.4 Limitations, Delimitations and Ethical considerations 

The fact that I am not able to speak or read any Arabic at all has been a major limitation for 

my work. The vast number of Arab sources has therefore been left out from this thesis work. 

French is another language which is prevalent in Lebanon and since I don’t know any French 

either sources in French will also be lost. I know that the access to Arab sources would have 

led to a more nuanced thesis containing more viewpoints and angles, nevertheless the on-

going events in Lebanon has been too interesting to just ignore.  

Since this thesis work relies on second hand sources you can assume that all of them are 

biased in some form, and therefore my thesis will be biased as well either from the sources 

that will be used or from my own opinions, even if I am not aware of it myself. 

Delimitations in this research is that the focus will be solely on the Syrian refugee crisis and 

the potential effects it might have on Lebanon and its population in form of perhaps increased 

segregation, risk of potential internal conflicts. Since this thesis work is purely a desk study 

there will be no ethical considerations put in this thesis work. 
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1.5 Methodological framework  

This will be a desk study since it is quite problematic to travel to the region. Therefore, 

secondary data sources focusing on the influx of Syrian refugees to Lebanon and the possible 

impact on peace and security to the country. This thesis work will be a single case study and 

is based on Robert Yin's book Case study from 2013. If I had been interested in examining 

more countries than one, it would have been more appropriate to use the Multiple case study.  

Since it is a single event, the refugee crisis, and its effect on one country only - Lebanon - 

that will be researched, the use of the Case study is a productive method to analyse the event 

with. The case study is specifically meant for examining a single event and its effect on a 

group, organisation or a country. 

1.6 Theoretical approach 

The theoretical frame used in this thesis is Michael Brown's book “The causes of internal 

conflict”. The book covers the various factors that can trigger an internal conflict and 

highlights several examples from a couple of nations. Cultural, ethnic, ideological, economic 

and political factors are some of the key reasons why an internal conflict can stir up 

according to Michael Brown.  

The thesis focuses on if the recent Syrian refugee flow into Lebanon will contribute to an 

increased polarised and divided Lebanese society. I have used the United Nations definition 

of a refugee, that is as following someone who has been forced to flee from his/her country 

due to war, persecution or environmental disasters. They are often not able to return to their 

home due to war, or they are afraid of doing so because of persecution for example (UNHCR, 

2016). The people from Syria that is now entering Lebanon is according to the UNHCR’s 

definition refugee’s since they are fleeing an armed conflict in fear of their lives and safety. 
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1.7 Structure of the thesis 

Chapter one will cover the introduction, methodology, the analytical considerations, the 

limitations and the theoretical approach. 

Chapter two will cover the analytical framework for the chosen theory and what the basic 

elements of the theory are.  

Chapter three will cover the core elements of the method, how it’s relevant to my work and 

the information gathered to do this thesis will be presented. 

The fourth chapter will cover some of the vital background information about Lebanon and 

its history. Important events which the readers need to have some basic comprehension on in 

Lebanon today and why some find it hard and difficult to deal with the refugee flow, will be 

explained   

Chapter five will give some background on the refugee situation in Lebanon at this current 

moment, to help the reader, follow the narrative in chapter four where the theory will be 

implicated on the refugee crisis. 

Chapter six will deal with how the refugee crisis affects Lebanon on a theoretical approach, 

drawing parallels to the refugee flow into Lebanon with Michael Brown's book The Causes of 

Internal Conflict: An Overview trying to look for potential warning signs if the refugee flow 

can fuel an internal conflict. 

The thesis will be ended in chapter five where the research findings will be concluded and 

discussed.  

All the references will be presented in the end of the paper. 
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2. Analytical framework 

The theory delivered from Michael Brown will be used to analyse the ongoing refugee crisis 

and its effects on Lebanon. The most important aspects of his theory will be discussed in the 

upcoming section. Brown's book The causes of internal conflict from 2001 with focus on the 

chapter The main causes of internal conflict will be used. 

2.1 Michael Brown 

As argued by Brown, the idea that internal conflicts only erupt due to historical grievances 

and ancient hatreds between cultures is a far too simplistic view to look at the world (Brown, 

2001, p.3). Brown thinks that it is important to try to look on what kind of conflict that is 

taking place, and what underlying factors exist (Brown, 2001, p.3). Brown does not consider 

all conflicts to be the same and neither the reasons behind them. SO according to Brown, in 

order to finding a solution to the core of the problems, you must identify the main causes that 

triggered the conflict in the first place (Brown, 2001, p.3) 

2.1.1 Common underlying factors for violence 
The four most common factors for societies that is more prone to violence according to 

Brown. 

● Structural factors 

● Economic/social factors 

● Political factors 

● Cultural/perceptual factors 

These factors are the main ones that will be covered in order to see if they have any impact 

on Lebanon and the undoing refugee crisis,  

Structural factors 

Ethnic geography, intra state security and weak states are the three main concerns Michael 

Brown mentions as the main structural factors in his book. A weak state is often the victim 

for violent conflicts. Michael Brown writes “When state structures weaken, violent conflict 

often follows” (Brown, 2001, p.6).  
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If a state weakens, individual groups might take up arms and “defend” what they deem is 

theirs by right (Brown, 2001, p.6). As one group takes the step to boost their security another 

group might do the same thus fuelling an arms race between intra state groups. This is the so-

called security dilemma.  

Political factors 

Brown mentions four political factors: inter-group politics, elite politics, discriminatory 

institutions and exclusion national ideologies. These prospects of conflict are dependent on 

how fair the country's system is (Brown, 2001, p.8). If we look closer to these factors Brown 

mentions which can fuel an international conflict, Brown mentions that if one ethnic/religious 

group is favoured before another could in turn lead to resentment from the marginalised 

group could ignite a conflict (Brown, 2001, p.8). Rise of new political groups and changes in 

inter group balance can lead to a conflict because it is destabilising. 

Cultural/perceptual factors 

According to Brown there are two cultural factors that can spark an internal conflict. One is 

discrimination against ethnic minorities (Brown, 2001, p.12). One or several minorities are 

discriminated in a way, it could be about education, wages, limited influence in political 

power or religious customs denied (Brown, 2001, p.12). The second cultural factor is 

historical grievances, the use of two groups to hate each other. Ethnic groups often glorify 

their own history and whatever wrongdoing they have done is often said to have been for the 

common good. This narrative is used in order to make the other group look worse in the eyes 

of the public.  
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The underlying causes of internal conflict summarized: 

1. Structural factors 

● Weak states 

● Ethnic geography 

● Intra-state security concerns 

2. Political factors 

● Elite politics 

● Inter-group politics 

● Discriminatory political institution 

Exclusionary national ideologies 

3. Economic/societal factors 

● Economic problems 

● Economic development and modernisation 

● Discriminatory economic systems 

4. Cultural/perceptual factors 

● Patterns of cultural discrimination 

● Problematic group history 

(Brown, 2001, p.5) 

2.1.2 Potential triggers 
According to Brown there are four causes that can trigger an internal conflict. These are the 

Elite or mass driven factors, there are also externally and internal driven factors. To 

summarise them, Internally-driven mass level; Internally-driven elite level; Externally-driven 

mass level; and lastly Externally-driven elite level (Brown, 2001, p.15). 

Internally mass driven causes are connected to political discrimination, economic 

development, modernisation and discrimination as Brown mentions them “Bad domestic 

problems”. Internally-driven elite causes are connected to political factions, fighting over 

how a country should be governed; this could be military leaders or people's clamour for 

reform (Brown, 2001, p.16). 
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Externally-driven mass-level causes, is connected to bordering problems, for example 

refugees or hostile movements across the border. Refugees and foreign fighters can bring 

conflict with them, thus creating a spill over effect to the host country, Brown calls this “Bad 

neighbourhoods” (Brown, 2001, p.16). 

Externally-driven elite-level causes, are characterised as the results of governments 

intentionally creates a conflict in another country, reasons can be for economic gains or 

political power, Brown calls these “Bad neighbours” (Brown, 2001, p.16). 

2.2 Comments considering Brown's theory 

Since this thesis is trying to establish whether or not the Syrian refugee crisis could trigger an 

internal conflict in Lebanon or not, Brown’s theory seems to be the most viable theory to 

work from. Browns spectrum of underlying causes for different conflicts to be triggered and 

on which societal level it is on, is the best alternative for this thesis. 

With Brown's theory, the thesis can go from Browns theoretical framework to see why the 

refugees are coming to Lebanon, how it will affect Lebanon on a societal and economic scale. 

Changes in the Lebanese system and society can after that be surveyed with Brown's theory 

on what societal changes can trigger an internal conflict.  

The thesis focuses on parts of Brown's theory, which is essential for this research problem. 

That is the political framework is not fully covered. 

3. Methodological framework  

3.1 Methodology 

 The study has used the method outlined by Robert Yin’s book Case study from 2013. The 

method and its explanation were deemed as clear and easy to work with during the thesis 

work analysing the refugee wave upon Lebanon. One approach sees the Case study as a 

research study, an empirical approach that investigates an event or phenomenon in its real-life 

context, a research study can focus on several aspects while the case study only looks at one 

research problem (Yin, 2013, p.32-33). For example, if a case study is applied to a political 

group or a group of people, the case study will then focus on how the group work or operates 

as a whole, not how each individual operates.  



13 

 

A case study is usually conducted when studying a certain phenomenon. The “case” that is 

being studied may be an event of some sort, an organisation, a country, a person etc. that 

exists in this time and place. In this case this certain phenomenon is about the impact refugee 

waves bring upon states, especially smaller states like Lebanon. In this case the paper does 

not concern what the refugee crisis have meant to for example Jordan. If that was the case 

this paper would have used a multiple case study where the thesis would analyse how the 

current refugee crisis affected both Lebanon and Jordan. This time it is only Lebanon that is 

the priority. 

Robert Yin however highlight one important issue about the case study, when the question of 

why an individual should use a case study his reply is “There’s no formula, but your choice 

depends in large part of your research question(s). The more that your question seek to 

explain some recent circumstance (e.g., “How” or “Why” some social phenomenon works) 

the more that case study will be relevant. The method also is relevant the more the questions 

require an extensive “in-depth” description of some social phenomenon” (Yin, 2013, p.34-

35). 

3.2 Sources and validity  

The data in the thesis is derived from secondary sources in forms of academic books, earlier 

academic papers NGO-reports and various news articles and outlets that are generally 

recognised as non-partisan as well as the various internet sites used. An amount of OneSearch 

databank at Linnaeus University were also used. The sources used were deemed appropriate 

for this thesis since they described the current state of Lebanon today as well as its past. To 

grasp a suitable and good basis to start from and to build up a good background info about 

Lebanon secondary sources about Lebanese history were used in form of books and earlier 

papers about the Lebanese civil war and sectarianism within Lebanon. 

Robert Yin’s book Case study from 2013 were used as well as Michael Browns book The 

causes of internal conflict as well as the bigger academic pillars included in this thesis work. 
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4. Historical background on Lebanon 

4.1 Lebanese independence from their former rulers 

The nation of Lebanon holds a long history where it has been governed and ruled by many 

foreign powers and overlords. After the end of the First World War the weakened and beaten 

Ottoman Empire surrendered Lebanon to France and the French government established a 

new rule over Lebanon. The French took advantage of the existing religious division in 

Lebanon and favoured the large catholic Christian demographic in the country as their main 

protégés (Schöpfer, 2015, p.18).  

In 1943 the so called National Pact in Lebanon was established. The national pact was a 

verbal agreement between the Maronite’s, (Christian Catholics) Sunni Muslims and the Shi’a 

Muslims. The agreement was that the Lebanese president had to be a Christian; the prime 

minister had to be a Sunni Muslim and the speaker in the parliament a Shi’a Muslim 

(Schöpfer, 2015, p.30). The power sharing system that was established was based on the 

notion that the biggest religious group had the most political influence, as Schöpfer writes 

“After the independence from France in 1943, the census became the basis for political 

representation in Lebanese politics as the number of seats and powerful political positions 

allocated to each religious group depended on the numerical size of the group's” (Schöpfer, 

2015 p.20). The presidential position was the most esteemed position and the position that 

enjoyed most political power within the Lebanese political system (Schöpfer, 2015, p.30). 

This power system proved to have devastating effects on Lebanon in the future as will be 

seen in the following chapter. 

4.2 Growing political and religious tensions 

During the 1950s to the 1970s, the country's demographic switched and quite fast as well. 

This was since the Christian groups (mainly the catholic Maronite’s) emigrated to various 

other countries and that the Christian birth rates were much lower than the one of the Muslim 

population, both Shi’a and Sunni Muslims.  

The Muslim population became the largest in Lebanon (Schöpfer, 2015, p.18-19). The Shi’a 

Muslims in Lebanon were one of the most discontent groups due to their large population 

boost the last years, Schöpfer writes “The most affected sectarian group was the Shi’a 
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community whose number had increased significantly but still remained without proportional 

representation. The politically “deprived” sectarian groups and the politically “advantaged” 

one was a direct consequence of the deep sectarian division” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.19). 

The refugee flow of Palestinians that had fled to Lebanon from Palestine and Jordan, during 

that time due to the conflicts between Israel and Palestine, is also said to be one of the 

triggers for the upcoming Lebanese civil war. The Palestinians who mostly consisted of 

Sunni Muslims contributed to the increasing growth of Muslims in Lebanon (Schöpfer, 2015, 

p.19). The delicate power sharing system was now threatened due to the large influx of 

Palestinian refugees and high birth rates of Muslims in Lebanon; Schöpfer writes “The 

context of Cold War and the Arab nationalism against Western powers also divided Lebanon 

between Lebanese nationalists, the Christians and Arabs, the Muslims. The outcome of these 

influences was a deeply divided society in a weak and rigid state that eventually led to fifteen 

years of civil war from 1975-1990” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.19). 

4.3 The civil war 

The Lebanese civil war was an internal conflict that was as bloody as it was complex and 

complicated. Several internal factions were fighting each other for power, but also foreign 

actors were engaging in armed combat. The civil war was mainly waged by two larger camps 

Christians against Muslims (Makdisi & Sadaka 2003, p.15). The Christians were allied with 

the Lebanese government against the various Muslim factions and PLO (Palestine Liberation 

Organisation) who had established some cells in Lebanon. Due to the presence of PLO in 

Lebanon, Israel fought PLO and their allies on Lebanese soil. The foreign powers supported 

various fighting factions in the Lebanese civil war which suited their own purposes. 

Lebanon's neighbouring country Syria had in fact a military presence in Lebanon long after 

the civil war was ended. Schöpfer writes “In 1976, Suleiman Frangieh the former Lebanese 

President, called for Syrian intervention in order to support Lebanon in ending the civil war. 

While the civil war in Lebanon was far from an end, Syrian military and political influence 

over Lebanon was growing larger as the war progressed.  

It was not until 2005 that Syrian troops had fully withdrawn from Lebanon” (Schöpfer, 2015, 

p.19). The Israeli army withdrew some years earlier from Lebanon in the year of 1999 

(Schöpfer, 2015, p.21). During the 1980s the reconciliation process started at least among 
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some of the factions in an agreement called the “Taef Agreement” which took place in Saudi 

Arabia in the year of 1989. “The agreement provided the basis for officially ending civil war 

and notably reconfigured the old Lebanese political power-sharing system by redistributing 

political power between various political affiliations” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.20).  

The redistribution of power mostly amongst Christians and Muslims were the biggest 

political change and a new election was held because several parliamentarians in Lebanon 

had been killed during the civil war (Schöpfer, 2015, p.20). 

4.4 Israel's Involvement in Lebanon and their withdrawal  

The Middle Eastern super power of Israel has for a long time been involved in Lebanese 

politics. They were involved in the Lebanese civil war where they supported some of the 

Christian militia groups and they had a military presence in Lebanon until 1999 (Schöpfer, 

2015, p.21). Israel still occupies the disputed area in the Golan Heights around Lebanon. 

However, due to Israel and Hezbollah's strained relationships with each other, Israel kept a 

close eye on Lebanon and its border and in 2006 they invaded southern Lebanon to engage in 

armed conflict with Hezbollah (Schöpfer, 2015, p.21). 

4.5 The Sabra and Shatila massacre 

During the civil war in the year of 1982 a notorious massacre of Palestinian refugees 

occurred. The 14 September 1982, the Maronite leader of the Christian phalange party Bachir 

Gemayel was assassinated. Two days later, on September 16, 1982, some Christian militia 

men entered the Palestinian refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila and massacred the refugees 

in retaliation for their murdered leader. The number of the killed refugees is unclear; some 

claim that it was in the thousands while others give a more modest number around a hundred 

of people. Regardless, the Sabra and Shatila massacre is a dark side in the history books and 

something that is rarely talked about. The roles of the Israeli Defence Forces and the US 

(mostly the Israeli defence Forces) is often discussed in the massacre whether they were 

involved or not (Anziska, 2012).  
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4.6 The Arab Spring and the Syrian Civil War 

The Arab spring started far away from Lebanon, in Tunisia, in northern Africa, and the 

revolts did not reach Lebanon. However, the Syrian protests and later the Syrian civil war 

fuelled the sectarian divisions in Lebanon further (Shelton 2014). Although some argue the 

differ, that Lebanon stood immune to the Arab spring. “Lebanon’s sectarian system proved 

immune to the domestic and regional pressures unleashed by the Arab spring” (Salloukh et 

al. 2015, p.3).  There were no changes in government in Lebanon or any real attempts to 

topple the government unlike many other middle eastern countries, nevertheless the as 

mentioned earlier the Syrian civil war affected Lebanon severely and does still to the present-

day due to the number of Syrian refugees entering the country on a regular basis (Schöpfer, 

2015, p.22). 

The numbers of Syrian refugees have since the outbreak of the Syrian civil war increased due 

to the escalation of the conflict and the affects and challenges of this refugee crisis is what 

this thesis will cover in the next chapters. So even if the Arab spring did not affect Lebanon's 

government and institutions in the short run, it has in the long run most certainly affected the 

country due to the vast number of displaced Syrians that is entering Lebanon.  

4.7 The Lebanese state versus Hezbollah 

One aspect about Lebanon and the Lebanese political landscape is the relationship between 

the Lebanese state and the political party of Hezbollah. If one wants to understand Lebanese 

politics, they must learn about the political party Hezbollah. Hezbollah is a political party 

with a paramilitary movement that emerged during the Lebanese civil war (Salem, 2006, 

p.14). Hezbollah consists mainly of Shi’a Muslims and look for Shi’a Muslim interests in 

Lebanon have since its mere beginning mobilised the Shi’a Muslim population in Lebanon. 

Hezbollah is deemed as a terrorist organisation by the United States while some other nations 

only considers their military wing to be terror classified (Schöpfer, 2015, p.37). The 

movement have close ties to Iran which clerics are also Shiite Muslims (Shatz 2004).  

Due to its popularity within the Lebanese Shi’a community and their organised military wing, 

Hezbollah is a powerful political entity in Lebanon and the Middle East. They have proved 

themselves in their successful guerrilla war against Israel in 2006 where they executed 

several successful raids into Israel and took a couple of Israeli soldiers as hostages and 
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successfully drove away the Israeli army in their attempts to free the Israeli hostages (Kalb & 

Savietz, 2007, p.7) Recent military accomplishments from Hezbollah can be found in Syria 

where they are fighting together with Assad’s forces in the civil war, mainly against the 

various Syrian rebel groups (International crisis group 2014). The political parties in Lebanon 

usually adhere to one of the two coalitions, the pro-Syrian and the anti-Syrian coalition's, 

“March 14, the anti-Syrian coalition led by the Future Movement and March 8, the pro-

Syrian coalition led by Hezbollah – and each of them with their own interests and political 

agenda.” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.37) Hezbollah have since the beginning been highly independent 

from the state and is therefore a power factor in Lebanon parallel to the Lebanese state 

(Salem, 2006, p.14). Hezbollah is indeed a powerful political entity along the Levant but is at 

the same time dependent on foreign aid and therefore they viewed the Arab spring with great 

caution to safeguard their interests. “The movement welcomed the initial “Arab Spring” 

uprisings directed at its foes. But it drew a line at Syria, and as Bashar Assad’s grip slipped, it 

came to see its own survival as a function of his. His fall would have deprived it of a vital 

ally and an important supply route for weapons from Iran” (International Crisis Group, 2014).  

5. Syrian refugees in Lebanon 

The aim of this chapter is to identify the factors that have contributed to conflict and peace in 

Lebanon. 

 5.1 Background info on the Syrian refugees in Lebanon 

While the refugee crisis is often mentioned and noticed in Europe, and where many among 

the native population in the European countries sees the refugees as a burden, it is often 

forgotten about how many Syrian refugees that resides in Lebanon. Since the outbreak of the 

Syrian civil war approximately 1.2 million Syrians have fled to Lebanon (Norwegian church 

aid 2015, p.3). Due to the continuation of the war and with no clear ending of the conflict 

within reach more will probably enter Lebanon. Since Lebanon's geographical situation most 

refugees seek shelter there. “Owing to its geographic proximity, the overlap in language and 

historical relations with its neighbour, Lebanon is one of the most obvious destinations for 

Syrians trying to escape the civil war, and around 1.2 million have registered there with the 

UNHCR. Yet, this small country (only slightly bigger than Cyprus) with a population of 
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about 4 million and a history of troubled relations with Damascus, is hardly an ideal refuge” 

(Dionigi, 2016, p.6) 

To put the Syrian refugee crisis in a larger perspective, Lebanon have been receiving most 

refugees relative to their population. “Almost 4 million people have fled Syria since the 

outbreak of the civil war. 1.2 million of whom are refugees in Lebanon, that is one in five 

people living in Lebanon is a refugee from the Syrian war. The present report analyses the 

impact of the Syrian conflict and refugee crisis in Lebanon and Lebanese host communities” 

(Norwegian church aid, 2015, p.3). One in five people in Lebanon is as mentioned living as a 

refugee, compared to any nation in Europe that is a mastodon difference.  

5.2 A strained Lebanese housing system  

The Syrian refugees who have fled to Lebanon will of course need some place to live, which 

is a difficulty. Lebanese citizens have had problems in finding affordable households since 

the end of the civil war due to the devastation of many homes. The Syrian refugee crisis have 

fuelled this housing crisis further due to the Lebanese “no refugee camp policy” which urges 

the refugees to find a home within the Lebanese communities “. Since the beginning of the 

Syrian refugee crisis, Lebanon has adopted a “no refugee camp” policy leaving Syrian 

refugees to find accommodation within the Lebanese community” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.25-26). 

There is a reason why Lebanon doesn’t want more refugee camps in their nation Tina 

Rosenberg writes “Lebanon, of course, is also home to half a million Palestinians, some of 

them residents of refugee camps for 60 years. Largely for that reason, Lebanon has not 

permitted the building of camps for the Syrians” (Rosenberg, 2016). The Christian 

organisation Tearfund writes this in their article about the refugee crisis” Unlike Syria’s other 

neighbours there are currently no official camps in Lebanon for Syrians. While the United 

Nations has made great efforts to improve refugee registration, given the continued 

unprecedented increase of refugees in both Lebanon and Jordan the hosting countries still 

need practical and financial support. The burden on them is immense and unsustainable.” 

(Tearfund, 2013, p.5) This have affected refugees as well as Lebanese citizens since many 

refugees are financially destitute and therefore have difficulties finding a home and Lebanese 

citizens who can't afford a house due to higher rent prices (Norwegian church aid, 2015, p.5).  
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Refugees that make it to Lebanon will usually find it arduous and challenging to establish a 

new life in Lebanon, the price of goods are mostly more expensive in than in Syria, Tara 

McVeigh writes “The cost of living in Lebanon is far higher than in Syria. There are water 

and electricity scarcities and even refugees who managed to bring savings with them have 

seen their money disappear at a terrifying rate.” (McVeigh, 2013) 

5.3 Job shortages in Lebanon 

The Lebanese labour market was already before the refugee crisis in a rather bad shape with a 

high unemployment and a large amount of so called low skilled jobs the chances of finding a 

sustainable well-paying job were already bleak (Norwegian church aid, 2015, p.5).  

With the displaced Syrian refugees entering Lebanon the competition of jobs between 

Lebanese citizens and Syrian refugees escalated. Many of the jobs in Lebanon are held by 

Syrian refugees “the generally high rate of employment among Syrian refugees can be 

attributed to their need to sustain themselves and their willingness to take any available job in 

order to survive “(Norwegian church aid, 2015, p.5).  

This have led to a growing resentment from Lebanese citizens who some claim that the 

Syrian refugees are “stealing their jobs”. The refugees have proven that they are willing to 

work for lower pay to sustain themselves “Host Lebanese communities appeared aggravated 

that refugees were ‘stealing jobs’, resentful that refugees could work for less money, 

particularly as their families receive humanitarian assistance” (Norwegian church aid, 2015, 

p.5). 

Syrian refugees have also voiced their concerns since they consider their low wages to not be 

enough to cover their living condition and rent prices (Norwegian church aid, 2015, p.5-6). 

The job shortages in Lebanon have two sides with different concerns, the unemployed 

Lebanese feel marginalised because the Syrian refugees are being employed. The Syrian 

refugees feel marginalised because they feel that they are being exploited with a low salary 

which they consider is not sufficient to sustain a livelihood on, McVeigh writes “While there 

are widespread reports of extraordinary acts of generosity and kindness by Lebanese towards 

Syrian refugees, many people here are making money from Syria's war. Landlords are getting 

rents for barely habitable properties, stables and outhouses.” (McVeigh, 2013). 
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5.4 Segregation 

Even though Syria and Lebanon are neighbouring countries with some similar cultures, 

segregation between the Lebanese population and Syrian refugees can clearly be seen. 

Religious, ethnic and historical grievances mostly hold the both parts apart. The Lebanese 

remember Syria's involvement in the civil war therefore some prejudices against Syrians are 

held by the Lebanese population (Dionigi, 2016, p.6).  

Some Lebanese have expressed anger and resentment towards the Syrians due to historical 

grievances that goes back to the time Syria were military involved in Lebanon during the 

Lebanese civil war, these past historical events have led to the notion that some Lebanese 

don’t want any Syrians in Lebanon (Norwegian church aid, 2015, p.5-6). 

While some of the Syrian refugees feel like they are being exploited by Lebanese employers, 

as well as feeling distrust from the Lebanese society, some of the Lebanese citizens feel that 

their needs are being put aside in order to abide to the Syrian refugees. (Norwegian church 

aid, 2015, p.5-6). Furthermore, some fear that religious extremism will stir among the 

displaced Syrians in Lebanon “Consequently, the perception grew among some Lebanese 

political actors that there was a risk of Syrian settlements becoming breeding grounds for 

Salafism in Lebanon.  

There is no historical precedent that would justify this concern regarding Syrians in 

particular, but nevertheless Arsal and surrounding areas – where the reality of Syrian 

displacement overlaps with the peripheral repercussions of the Syrian conflict – have since 

mid-2014 become of special security concern.” (Dionigi, 2016, p.15) Syrians in Lebanon are 

vulnerable and those in the category of ‘displaced’ (Nazih) are increasingly segregated. 

Segregation is therefore growing in Lebanon “The local host communities are strained by 

limited infrastructural capacity and increased competition for services and resources. Still, 

episodes of friction with the refugee population have been relatively limited” (Dionigi, 2016, 

p.6).  
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The displaced Syrians in Lebanon have had problems with turning to Lebanese authorities for 

help due to the fact that many of them miss legal documents, and many of the new-born 

babies of Syrian refugees are not registered therefore making them stateless (Dionigi, 2016, 

p.16). Dionigi continues with mentioning “Until January 2015, no specific legislation had 

been issued to regulate the status of Syrian refugees in Lebanon, thus they were subject to the 

ordinary legislation regulating the entrance and stay of aliens” (Dionigi, 2016, p.24). 

5.5 No clear refugee policies 

Unlike many European states, Lebanon did not elaborate a clear strategy on how to tackle 

their refugee problem, it took a long time before any real initiatives were made, “There was a 

long absence of any initiative to organize the presence of Syrians in Lebanon even though the 

number was constantly growing “(Schöpfer, 2015, p.43-44).  

For a long time, the refugee crisis was ignored, and the Lebanese government buried their 

head in the sand concerning the alarming numbers of refugees entering Lebanon “For 

example, since the beginning of the Syrian refugee crisis, Lebanon carefully chose its 

terminology when talking about the Syrian refugees. Lebanon has never called the Syrian 

refugees by the term refugees instead they have called them displaced persons” (Schöpfer, 

2015, p.44). Due to the lack of action from the Lebanese government when it comes to deal 

with the population flow from Syria to Lebanon, many Lebanese communities have taken the 

law in their own hands when it comes to deal with the refugees and night curfews for 

refugees have been reported. “One of the major measures was the imposition of night curfews 

on Syrian refugees by local municipalities not carried out under any Lebanese law and in 

violation to international human rights law such as the right to free movement” (Norwegian 

church aid, 2015, p.6-7).  

The reason to have the refugees in communities rather than in camps is also said to have 

economic reasons, to accommodate refugees in camps are more expensive for the Lebanese 

state than to have the refugees find their own housing within the Lebanese communities 

(FMR source). The Lebanese government seem adamant to keep the no refugee camp policy 

“It is important to state that none of the policymakers in Lebanon favours camps as a first or 

even a second resort. The government has forbidden camps, a policy strongly supported by 

UNHCR. All of them agree that, given the choice, it is better for refugees to be integrated 
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within communities.” (Loveless, 2013, p.67) Some argue that refugee camps are inevitable in 

the future and that Lebanese landowners must eventually cease some of their land in order to 

establish refugee camps (Loveless, 2013, p.67). The public opinion in Lebanon have changed 

on the refugee crisis, in the beginning the public welcomed the refugees quite openly and 

supported an open border-policy the following years however after the public narrative 

shifted and now many are considering a close border policy (Dionigi, 2016, p.17). 

The lack of initiative paints the picture of a large problem, that the Lebanese state and 

government seems to be somewhat weak when it comes to tackle a humanitarian crisis and 

incapable to make good decisions under pressure. 

6. Analysis  

In this chapter, I will examine the refugee crisis according to the parts of Brown’s theory that I have 

found useful. 

6.1 The Causes of internal conflict 

The refugee flow into Lebanon from Syria has surely affected Lebanon in many aspects. As 

mentioned earlier the competition for housing and jobs has increased and thus a certain form 

of antagonism has developed between Lebanese citizens and refugees. Weather the refugee 

crisis has affected Lebanon or not is not the question, but how and if Lebanon now is in an 

increased danger to end up in a new civil war or any other conflict. To analyse this I have, as 

mentioned earlier, used Michael Brown's book Nationalism and Ethnic Conflict with focus on 

the chapter The causes of internal conflict. 
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6.2 Power struggles and structural factors 

According to Brown, power struggles are one of the key factors for an internal conflict to stir. 

Lebanon is as we know a small country with a small population but with a large variety of 

different ethnicities and religions. If we put the power struggle situation into perspective in 

Lebanon, the huge influx of Syrian refugees has in a way affected the Lebanese power 

sharing system. Earlier in the thesis text the Lebanese power sharing system was mentioned, 

where the largest ethnic and/or religious groups hold a significant advantage.  

Due to the veto power in the parliament, the possibility for making political decisions are a 

long and often fruitless endeavour, from Schöpfer’s text “Salamey underlines that the veto 

power for each sectarian group makes it impossible to make political decisions without the 

full consensus of all parties, undermining the development of a functional and strong 

governmental system” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.30). 

Even if the refugees are not considered a part of Lebanese society they are at risk to remain 

there for a foreseeable future. If they demand more rights they can be a force to be reckoned 

with, with their large numbers. Michael Brown mentions in his book that when an elite’s 

legitimacy is threatened the lack of elite legitimacy will lead to elite vulnerability. Elite 

vulnerability can eventually lead to scapegoating and increased animosity between various 

societal groups. “Those who are in power are determined to fend off emerging political 

challengers and anxious to shift blame for whatever economic and political setbacks their 

countries may be experiencing” (Brown, 2001 p.19).  

The availability of housing and jobs has as earlier mentioned in the paper been scarce, now 

with the refugee crisis the situation has been severely worsened, and this has led to increased 

animosity between the refugees and the Lebanese. “Job shortages are also considered by 

Syrians as a main cause of division between Syrian refugees and Lebanese in the areas where 

they live in” (Brown, 2001 p.10). The ruling elite in Lebanon who might be opposed to the 

refugees for whatever reasons can thus use this divide between the opposing groups to their 

advantage, Brown writes “In cases where ideological justifications for staying in power have 

been overtaken by events, they need to devise new formulas for legitimizing their rule.  
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Entrenched politicians and aspiring leaders alike have powerful incentives to play the “ethnic 

card”, embracing ethnic identities and proclaiming themselves the champions of ethnic 

groups” (Brown, 2001, p.19). 

Politicians in Lebanon might use these growing tensions to bolster their own group 

solidarities to gain popular support among the native population, thus according to Michael 

Brown; the increased animosity spearheaded by elites can fuel an internal conflict. Due to the 

complete absence of refugee camps in Lebanon, many of the refugees have sought 

themselves to the most deprived and neglected areas in Lebanon. This has made the living 

conditions harder for the people living and struggling in these poor areas. 

This has led to further animosity from some Lebanese towards the Syrian refugees and some 

Lebanese officials have used the refugees and the Syrian refugee crisis as a mean to avert 

their political failures on the refugees (Atrache, 2016). Sahar Atrache continues to say that 

the fragile political system in Lebanon and the lack of resources to cope successfully with 

this refugee crisis makes it remarkable that Lebanon have been able to hold out this far.  

“Such a sudden influx would pose a big challenge to any country, but Lebanon is without an 

effective government or significant resources, and has historically been unstable. Its 

resilience so far in the face of this shockwave is therefore remarkable. Yet the inflow has 

exposed a series of worrying fault lines” (Atrache, 2016). Atrache means that Lebanon is not 

the most suitable country to house so many refugees due to their already strained economy 

and fragile political system, the only viable reason for the refugees according to Atrache is 

that Lebanon is a neighbouring country to Syria. 

Some politicians in Lebanon have been raising their concerns about this demographic change, 

among others the Minister of Foreign Affairs. “The Lebanese Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

Gebran Bassil, was particularly critical of the initiative because the final document proposed 

at the conference, according to him, emphasised the host state's’ responsibilities instead of 

widening international support” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.45). The initiative mentioned by Gebran 

Bassil is a policy paper concerning how to deal with the Syrian refugees; the policy 

proposition reminds some Lebanese of another notorious agreement called the Cairo 

agreement from 1969.  Some claim that the particular agreement was the main reason why 

the civil war broke out “Bassil even compared the situation to the Cairo Agreement of 1969 
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when the Lebanese authorities acknowledged the status of Palestinian groups operating in 

Lebanon and granted them the power to control the Palestinian refugee camps in the country” 

(Schöpfer, 2015, p.45).  

The Lebanese minister of foreign affairs Gebran Bassil get some support of his claim in 

Michael Brown’s book where Brown mentions that the Palestinian refugees were one of the 

main causes why the civil war erupted: “The expulsion of radical Palestinians from Jordan in 

1970 led many militants to resettle in Lebanon, where Muslim-Christian tensions were 

already mounting. This, one could argue was the spark that ignited the civil war in Lebanon 

in 1975” (Brown, 2001, p.16). 

Furthermore, Brown also mentions that a weak state is often in the danger zone of developing 

an internal conflict. A weak state according to Brown is typically a state that has been 

governed by a colonial or any other imperial power before its independence and in the 

independence the structure built up by the former ruler then disappears. “When state 

structures weaken, violent conflict often follows, power struggles between and among 

politicians and would-be leaders intensify” (Brown, 2001, p.6).  

Lebanon falls under that spectrum due to the fact that it stands as a former colony and 

consisting of a myriad of different ethnicities and religious affiliations. The sectarian society 

was perhaps kept in check when it was ruled by a powerful overlord, in Lebanon's case the 

Ottoman Empire and later on France but when their state structures fell; the ethnic and 

religious divide emerged from that. 

Lebanon has not had an elected president since latest president's resignation which the ex-

President Michel Suleiman ending his term in May 2014. Due to the political instability and 

political divisions no other president has been elected since then, thus leaving a political 

power vacuum in the Lebanese political regime. “(Schöpfer, 2015, p.32).  

With a power vacuum at the current moment some of the most powerful groups in Lebanon 

are now feeling threatened by this huge refugee flow. The political party of Hezbollah for 

example, which is a Shi’a Muslim party and are pro-Syrian regime, have voiced their 

concerns on the refugee flow. “The Shi’a political party Hezbollah highly criticized these 

interventions, considering them as a threat to Lebanon’s stability” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.39). 

Hezbollah is however not staunch opponents of to the refugees, but they see the potential 
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problems of an open refugee politic, Dionigi writes “Groups such as Hezbollah and Amal, but 

also the Progressive Socialist Party had to find a balance on an issue that challenged the 

alignment of transnational solidarity concerns, sectarian identity concerns, and political 

interests. Hezbollah acknowledged the obligation to support refugees in Lebanon, but also 

understood the problems that a long-term presence might raise” (Dionigi, 2016, p.19). 

Sunni groups in Lebanon however have had a more positive approach to the Syrian refugees 

although it is questionable if the aim is a humanitarian one or if it is to help exiled rebels to 

operate within Lebanon, Schöpfer writes “The support of Sunni Lebanese groups took on a 

political and paramilitary character such as weapon smuggling or providing sanctuaries for 

Syrian rebels” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.39).  

Behind the scenes in Lebanon extremist movements are working, as Schöpfer covered, rebel 

groups are using Lebanon as a safe place from the Syrian army and use Lebanon to smuggle 

weapons to fuel their rebellion against the Assad government. The Sunni Muslim population 

in Lebanon evidently seems to be keener to support the Syrian rebels, more so than the Shi’a 

Muslims and the Christians according to Schöpfer.  

In Browns chapter about structural factors an important point was made, he wrote the 

following; “Massive humanitarian problems, such as famines and epidemics, can develop. 

Widespread human rights violations often take place. The state in question might ultimately 

fragment or simply cease to exist as a political entity” (Brown, 2001, p.6).  

This decline of power of the Lebanese state can, according to Brown, lead to some quite 

horrible events if the people feel threatened and do not feel that the government can protect 

them anymore, they will eventually take the law into their own hands and 

counterproductively they will start to pose a threat to other groups who feel threatened by 

them and so forth. This is the so-called security dilemma (Brown, 2001, p.6). Hezbollah is 

one group that has an armed paramilitary group, a power factor in Lebanon.  

According to Brown, Hezbollah could pose a threat to other groups and they might find 

Hezbollah’s military wing as a threat against their safety. If so they might start to arm 

themselves to and several militia groups could in that case emerge around in Lebanon 

(Brown, 2001, p.6). The involvement of Hezbollah in Syria has not come without a heavy 

price, the Shi’a population in Lebanon have suffered due to suspected al-Qaeda attacks due to 
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Hezbollah’s armed engagements with the Syrian rebels “Its military campaign has been 

successful, bolstering Assad’s position, and though dozens of Shiites in Lebanon have been 

killed in a wave of unprecedented al-Qaeda-inspired suicide bomb attacks since Qusayr, the 

movement is convinced that more would have died had it not distanced the Syrian rebels 

from Lebanon’s borders” (International Crisis Group, 2014). 

Events such as the skirmish between armed Syrian groups and the Lebanese army are one of 

those events that fuel the people's fire of prejudices against the Syrian refugees. “The 

increasingly hostile environment and spike on underlying tensions goes hand in hand with an 

increased stereotyping of Syrians as terrorists – a process that often reaches back to the 

occupation of territory in the Bekaa Valley by armed Syrian groups and media reports of 

intensified clashes between those groups and Lebanese Armed Forces” (Norwegian church 

aid, 2015 p.7).  

Events like these can according to Brown lead to a mutual arms race between two opposing 

groups where they see each other as threats, events like this in Lebanon with Syrian rebels 

among the refugees firing at the Lebanese army can be seen as one of the potential factors of 

an escalating internal conflict (Brown, 2001, p.6). 

6.3 Cultural and religious factors 

Differences between demographic groups can be a potential warning sign for the possibility 

for an internal conflict. The idea of a multicultural society is a prevailing thought in many 

western democracies, however having a multicultural society with different forms of 

ethnicities and religions does not say much about a society. Lebanon for example consists of 

many different groups who live side by side in a relatively small country with “18 officially 

recognized sectarian groups “(Schöpfer, 2015, p.29). 

The presence of the Syrian refugees has affected to already multicultural society of Lebanon. 

It is not the first-time Lebanon has had to deal with large numbers of refugees.  

The refugee crisis gives away echoes from the Palestinian refugees who entered Lebanon 

decades earlier “The Syrian refugee crisis follows a scenario from past experiences that have 

led to a protracted refugee situation in Lebanon and thereby affected the Lebanese plural 

society” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.31). Since approximately 95 per cent of the refugees from Syria 
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are Sunni Muslims are also a concern for many Lebanese citizens who adhere to other 

religious beliefs (Schöpfer, 2015, p.31). 

The fragmentation can already be seen in some areas in Lebanon, the religious and political 

fragmentation have already turned violent in some parts of the country. For example, in the 

Lebanese town Tripoli the residents of the neighbourhoods of Bab al-Tabbaneh and Jabal 

Mohsen are currently in an armed conflict with each other. While one side is Alawite and 

supports the Syrian president Bashar al Assad the other side consists of Sunni Muslims who 

are supportive of the Syrian rebels (Schöpfer, 2015, p.34). 

There is a proxy war within Lebanon and the Lebanese state has sent in the army in order to 

quell these violent clashes between the warring neighbourhoods (Strickland 2015). The 

Lebanese military have not made any raids into the neighbourhoods in order to arrest any 

suspected extremists on either side considering the fact that they fear that a raid into the 

neighbourhoods will lead to an escalating conflict (Strickland, 2015). The fighting has been 

intensified these last years due to an influx of Syrian refugees into the neighbourhood, 

Strickland writes “According to a high-ranking Lebanese military source, maintaining the 

present calm has been further complicated by the influx of Syrians into Bab al-Tabbaneh, 

estimating that between 20 and 30 percent of the neighbourhood’s population are Syrians by 

origin” (Strickland, 2015). 

Lebanon is affected by its neighbouring countries since Saudi Arabia and Syria are suspected 

to support the respective neighbourhood in Tripoli that have an affiliation towards them “It 

would be a mistake to chalk up the violence as a sectarian conflict: The fighting between Bab 

al-Tabbaneh and Jabal Mohsen is in its essence a proxy war about power. The Saudi funds 

and support pouring into Bab al-Tabbaneh are matched by Syrian support of the Alawite 

community in Jabal Mohsen” (Strickland, 2015). 

These existing tensions and sectarian violence aren’t new but has been reinforced by the 

Syrian civil war and the Syrian refugee influx into Lebanon. Schöpfer writes “However, the 

Syrian refugee crisis has reinforced the political division of the country. It is not only the 

presence of Syrian refugees that caused division between the two coalitions, but also the 

debates about the role and involvement of Lebanon in the Syria crisis” (Schöpfer, 2015, 

p.31). 
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But it is not only Sunni and Shi’a Muslims who are having political differences with each 

other “Tensions are not only rising between Sunni and Shi’a Muslims, but the Christian and 

the Druze communities have also raised their concerns over the massive presence of Syrian 

refugees. Christians fear a growing marginalization and the loss or predominance in 

Lebanon” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.34).  

While the culture/cultures of the Lebanese people in many cases often are fairly similar to the 

one of the refugees adheres to friction have still occurred and the refugees, Michael Brown 

writes in his book that aggressive methods to try to assimilate foreign cultures into the 

desired culture in form of cultural genocide, in short words cultural discrimination can trigger 

an internal conflict (Brown, 2001, p.12).  

As far as it goes however it does not seem like any violent assimilation process is on-going in 

Lebanon and while some discrimination might happen it is not about any cultural genocide.  

The cultural division and former historical grievances some Lebanese might have against 

Syrians and vice versa, can be a problem according to Brown. When a refugee crisis is on-

going these grievances are problematic, Brown writes “The second factor that falls under this 

broad heading has to do with group histories and group perceptions of themselves and others.  

It is certainly true that many groups have legitimate grievances against others for crimes of 

some kind or another committed at some point in the distant or recent past” (Brown, 2001, 

p.12). As mentioned earlier some Lebanese frown upon the Syrians due to the Syrian 

involvement in Lebanon in the Lebanese civil war and are not especially keen to take in 

Syrian refugees now, and some Syrians might feel grievances against Lebanon for various 

reasons or Hezbollah for their military involvement in the Syrian civil war.   

Ethnic geography is often a cause for internal conflict in Michael Brown's book. Nations with 

ethnic minorities are more than often in the danger zone to develop an internal conflict 

according to Brown than a country with a homogenous population. Brown writes in his book: 

“States with ethnic minorities are more prone to conflict than others, and certain kinds of 

ethnic demographics are more problematic than others. Some states are ethnically 

homogenous, and therefore face few problems on this score” (Brown, 2001, p.7).  
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As it is established earlier Lebanon is indeed a multicultural country and has a history of 

ethnic conflicts and sectarianism. Time will tell how the refugee influx will affect these 

already tense ethnic relations in Lebanon. The Syrian refugee influx will however contribute 

to a wider gap in form of numbers between religious and ethnic groups in Lebanon and as 

Brown said heterogeneous countries are more prone to develop an internal conflict than a 

homogenous country.  

The political division in Lebanon is not only amongst Sunni and Shi’a but with other groups 

and ethnicities too. Now with the huge influx of refugees from Syria the Sunni population in 

Lebanon have been growing significantly, something that very well might shift the structural 

power balance in the mere future. “With the presence of Syrian refugees, there is a risk that 

sectarianism is reinforced and that the Lebanese society’s opinion on the future of the country 

is, once again, divided. Due to the reinforcement of internal divisions in Lebanese politics, 

democratic political negotiations between the different parties have been more difficult to 

implement” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.35). These internal divisions can be extra problematic if they 

have historical grievances towards each other, especially Christians against Muslims or 

Lebanese people in general contra the Syrian refugees (Brown, 2001, p.5). The refugee influx 

will therefore fuel up some of the existing grievances and feuds further and the political arena 

in Lebanon will be affected by this due to their power sharing system.  

The Sunni population is growing fast and some refugees might stay in Lebanon permanently 

thus giving the Sunni population more political power As Tracy McVeigh writes in her 

article” A permanent demographic shift could imperil fragile religious balances that are 

currently in political limbo. Run by an interim government and with elections overdue, 

Lebanon operates a confessional system – key government offices are reserved proportionally 

for representatives of religious factions.” (McVeigh, 2013).   

While it has been fairly established that some of the Shi’a and Christians are feeling 

concerned over the changing demographics in Lebanon, not all Sunni Muslims are 

welcoming of the influx of Syrian refugees who are mainly Sunni Muslims, Sahar Atrache 

writes “Changing demographic realities are another source of concern. The arrival of 

refugees who are, for the most part Sunni Muslims, has alarmed Christians, Shias and Druze 

eager to preserve a delicate sectarian balance in a multi confessional political system.  
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Even Lebanese Sunnis, however, share their compatriots’ concerns about an enduring refugee 

presence” (Atrache, 2016). Ironically the refugee crisis has brought some of the religious 

groups together in a consensus, where they give the Syrian refugees the blame of Lebanon’s 

current vulnerable state.  

Many think the refugee crisis gives away echoes from the Palestinian refugee influx into 

Lebanon, something that was thought to be a short-term solution ended up in decades of exile 

for the displaced Palestinians, Sahar Atrache writes “What was envisioned as short-term 

refuge turned into a seemingly permanent exile for these Palestinians, whose militarisation 

became a major trigger for the civil war a generation ago. As the Syrian war continues 

without an immediate end in sight, there are concerns that Syrian refugees may likewise 

become a long-term presence” (Atrache, 2016).  

The fear of history repeating itself have led the Lebanese government and authorities to act 

swiftly and hard if they notice that any simple encampments of refugees exist and therefore 

they organise frequent raids against these illegal encampments, local councils have as 

mentioned before also imposed night curfews for refugees (Atrache, 2016). 

As it is earlier established the Lebanese power sharing system grants privileges to the most 

prominent sectarian groups: “Lebanon’s political arrangement’s main characteristic is that it 

is based on a sectarian power-sharing system in which sectarian competition for 

socioeconomic and political power is managed” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.29). If the power sharing 

system is to be implemented they will be a considerably powerful political faction due to 

their large numbers contra the Christian groups and the Shi’a Muslims. If the Shi’a and 

Christian groups feel threatened by the growing Sunni demographic they might start to arm 

themselves in order to “protect” themselves as Brown writes in his book ethnic and religious 

groups might arm themselves if feeling threatened, the Sunni might according to Brown see 

this as a threat as well thus starting a potential arms race (Brown, 2001, p.6). 
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6.4 Economic and societal factors 

Michael Brown mentions in his book that economic and societal factors play a part when it 

comes to matters that might ignite an internal conflict. Unemployment and inflation are 

factors that are being mentioned in his chapter as well as a competition for resources and land 

(Brown, 2001, p.10).  

The competition between refugees and Lebanese citizens over the struggle to find jobs and 

houses is on-going and both parts seems to feel a certain frustration over their current state of 

living a text from Norwegian church aid states “Where Syrian refugees fell economically 

exploited by landlords and employers, and stigmatized by Lebanese society, Lebanese also 

feel excluded from humanitarian aid. Regarding the latter, conflict insensitive emergency 

programming has expounded these tensions” (Norwegian church aid, 2015, p.5). Lebanon is 

finding itself in a precarious situation where neither the Lebanese population nor the refugees 

find that their needs are met. Many of the refugees are in the danger zone to do whatever it 

takes to make their ends meet, even if it leads them to fraternising and working with the 

criminal elements in Lebanon, Jeremy Loveless writes” There are very few opportunities for 

employment, so many refugees resort to desperate measures to cover their costs. These 

include prostitution, early marriage, begging and working for exploitative wages” (Loveless, 

2013, p.66).  

The Lebanese civil society has met several setbacks and obstacles due to these recent 

geopolitical events. The health clinics in Lebanon are working with more and more caseloads 

which have escalated these last months, now the hospitals must take care of refugees in need 

on top of the Lebanese citizens (Norwegian church aid, 2015, p.5). The Lebanese schooling 

system have also seen their fair share of setbacks from the Syrian refugee influx, the 

Lebanese schools now have many Syrian children to educate together with the Lebanese 

children, thus putting a large pressure on the school’s budgets and the teacher's capacity. 

Furthermore, a language barrier exists among many of the children where many of the 

Lebanese children can speak; Arabic, French or English as the Syrian children mostly knows 

Arabic only (Norwegian church aid, 2015, p.5).  

The competition on the educational level seems to have contributed to many drop-outs among 

Lebanese students who cannot afford their places in schools anymore: “This appears to have 
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correlated with increased drop-out rates for students from poor Lebanese backgrounds, due to 

increased unemployment rates and living costs, and concerns over transmissible medical 

conditions” (Norwegian church aid, 2015, p.5). 

The Lebanese people will however, regardless of their economic situation, not get any 

humanitarian aid, while the Syrian refugees will and the poorest in the Lebanese society will 

not get any humanitarian funding (Norwegian church aid, 2015, p.5). 

Events like that are one of many warning signs Michael Brown is talking about in his book, 

(Brown, 2001, p.9-10). Michael Brown also highlight the problem that economic reforms and 

subsidies might not help at all in the long run explaining that “economic reforms do not 

always help and can contribute to the problem in the short term, especially if economic 

shocks are severe and state subsidies, staples, services and social welfares are cut. In fact, 

even a growing economy can contribute to intra state tensions however that is not the case in 

Lebanon at the current moment. Lebanon's economy is being put to the test due to the refugee 

crisis and they are not making any visible financial gains on the crisis. In short, economic 

slowdowns, stagnation, deterioration and collapse can be deeply destabilising” (Brown, 2001, 

p.10-11). The economy in Lebanon is indeed strained due to the large influx of refugees and 

as Brown writes if the economy collapses due to the refugees could be destabilizing. 

The Lebanese economy is still in the recovery process from the devastating civil war, the 

economy grew after the end of the war. The recent years the economic growth has stagnated 

due to the Syrian civil war and large number of Syrian refugees. Syria were Lebanon’s 

biggest economic trading partner in forms of work, tourism, Schöpfer writes “However, 

Lebanon’s economy was determined by Syria as, historically, the two neighbouring countries 

have had close economic relations, mainly intervened through trade, migrant labour and 

tourism” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.24). Evidently Syria's national events and decisions affect 

Lebanon, whether if it is for the better or the worse.  

The Syrian-Lebanese relation where however more than just trade partnerships, Schöpfer 

writes “The cross-border relations between the two countries was not only based on 

economic interests and trade but also on similar values, customs and habits, intra-tribal 

intermarriage, reciprocal social events as well as education” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.24).  



35 

 

Lebanon's pre-refugee crisis economy was already in a quite appalling state. The economy 

was growing but only since the Lebanese state had to borrow money from the international 

markets which raised the debts in the country. On top of that they were also facing high 

unemployment rates (Schöpfer, 2015, p.24). Once again as Brown mentioned in his book 

economic growth can lead to increased disturbance in a society rather than peace and 

tranquillity and combined with high unemployment rates, debts and the burden of the Syrian 

refugee crisis should in Brown's book be a warning sign for an upcoming internal conflict 

(Brown, 2001, p.10-11).  

Every country face economic setbacks and difficulties at some point, even in well-developed 

and advanced countries in the west economic setbacks can trigger some intra state tensions, 

the result however will usually not end up in violence. The danger is when the economic 

setbacks involves a nation with constant economic setbacks and shambles, for example 

nations as Lebanon (Brown, 2001, p.10-11). 

If we look at the public reactions in Lebanon and the reactions from the refugees these 

economic decisions from the Lebanese government have been shown too led to an increased 

animosity between the two parts rather than anything else. Unemployment and poverty are 

two dangerous economic signs in Michael Brown’s book, unequal pay and discrimination is 

also mentioned “Discriminatory systems, whether they discriminate on a class basis or an 

ethnic basis, can generate feelings of resentment and levels of frustration prone to the 

generation of violence” (Brown, 2001, p.11). 

While it is not proven that the Syrian refugees are being discriminated on the Lebanese 

labour market, the displaced Syrians have themselves raised their concerns about their 

salaries that many of them find insufficient to sustain a livelihood on (Norwegian church aid, 

2015, p.5-6).  

The refugee flow has led to that some resources are being very scarce, especially in the 

smaller towns in Lebanon bordering Syria, A mayor in a small town near the Syrian border 

said the following in an interview “We don't have the money: sometimes we don't have the 

money to pay all our employees," said the mayor. "Imagine, we had problems with refuse 

collection and sewage systems before; now we have double the demand and no new trucks or 

staff. Drinking-water consumption has tripled, and refugees are breaking pipelines to get 
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water. We have only three policemen, so every time there is a dispute between our 

populations I have to go myself to deal with the tensions” (McVeigh 2013).  

Drinking water, food and other various basic components to survive have starting to get more 

and more scarce. The competition for resources and survival have already begun, due to the 

breaking of the pipelines in order to get water and other desperate measures like that shows 

that the situation is growing dire for many people. Competition for resources in this case 

water is in Brown's book a potential warning sign (Brown, 2001, p.10).  

The talk about sectarianism, religion, housing, work and other various monetary issues are 

what the world seems to focus its lenses on when it comes to Lebanon, the availability to 

basic resources such water is not often mentioned. 

7. Conclusion 

The question is if Lebanon is at risk to end up in a new full-scale conflict due to the refugee 

crisis, and if so, what warning signs are apparent? 

One of the more alarming facts about the Syrian refugee crisis in Lebanon is the large number 

of Sunni Muslims entering the country. The problem is not specifically that the majority of 

the refugees are Sunni Muslims but that they challenge the delicate power sharing system in 

Lebanon. Is it likely that the refugees will return home to Syria when the war is over? 

Another question for the future is what will become of those who stay in Lebanon and how 

will they adapt, will they integrate quick or will they live in isolated enclaves just as the 

Palestinians did and still is.  

Even if the refugees are not considered Lebanese citizens the Sunni population in Lebanon 

have gained a large population boost. The reception from the Sunni Muslims might overall be 

positive but the Shi’a and Christian religious groups would probably beg to differ and as 

Michael Brown writes “Those who are in power are determined to fend off emerging political 

challengers and anxious to shift blame for whatever economic and political setbacks their 

countries may be experiencing” (Brown, 2001, p.19). If Brown's theory is applied on 

Lebanon in this matter, Christians and Shi’a Muslims who feel threatened by the refugees due 

to their religious adherence might mobilise their respective groups against the refugees and 
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the Lebanese Sunni Muslims. I’ve only been able to read sources in English and hence may 

be missing out on interesting viewpoints and perspectives written in other languages, there 

are no signs that this is happening, at least at a larger scale. 

Even if open hostility against refugees have not been seen on a large scale the impact right 

now is worrying and if it continues years to come the situation might take a turn for the 

worse. Sunni zealots might also use the huge influx of Sunnis into Lebanon to their advantage 

to gain power just as the Christian and Shi’a zealots could be just as capable to curb the 

influx of Sunni Muslims into Lebanon. 

As written earlier crooked and morally corrupt leaders are more than often keen to use 

scapegoats when their nation faces economic/political or other setbacks as Brown writes: “In 

cases where ideological justifications for staying in power have been overtaken by events, 

they need to devise new formulas for legitimizing their rule. Entrenched politicians and 

aspiring leaders alike have powerful incentives to play the “ethnic card”, embracing ethnic 

identities and proclaiming themselves the champions of ethnic groups” (Brown, 2001, p.19). 

A new conflict in the horizon is not unthinkable; it might not be a typical conflict of two 

opposing armies but instead a very ugly and gritty guerrilla war. Historically the worst thing 

has already happened once for Lebanon and what really stops the history from repeating itself 

once more?  

When it comes to the various problems a large refugee influx can create let us not forget that 

the large influx of Palestinians in the 1970s was seen as one of the main reasons why the civil 

war broke out. Now Lebanon have an even larger refugee crisis to handle, one might argue 

that Lebanon and its population have learned some lessons from the civil war and that such a 

thing will never happen again, nevertheless the question is how much fragmentation and 

economic setbacks can the people take before some decide that an armed conflict is the solely 

solution to their problems.  

At the current moment, however a full scale armed conflict seems highly unlikely but the 

warning signs such as a housing crisis, high unemployment rates, strained social services and 

an increased animosity between Lebanese citizens and Syrian refugees, are very apparent and 

with the little proxy war in Tripoli between the two warring neighbourhoods every warning 

sign should be taken seriously and with big precaution and not to be brushed aside as a minor 
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threat. If the conflicts can be contained to a small level the chances of a full-scale war are in 

my opinion small. The problem can however escalate quickly if one allows violence rampage 

without any repercussions. 

In Tripoli were the pro Assad and pro rebel neighbourhoods frequently engage in battles with 

each other, the Lebanese army have been quick to crack down on the violence as best they 

can without fuelling a bigger conflict. It is when the state let violent groups operate that 

conflicts easily can rise completely out of control.  Right now, the situation is rather bad 

concerning the Bab al-Tabbaneh–Jabal Mohsen conflict; however, the situation may not 

become severely critical if the army has a presence and continues to subdue fighting within 

the neighbourhoods.  

That such a conflict exists from in the first place is however a great warning sign and it must 

be kept in constant surveillance so that the proxy war between the neighbourhoods won’t 

escalate further into the rest of Lebanon. 

The fact that Lebanon helps so many people in need is of course noble even if some are 

exploiting the refugees, but more problems are always around the corner when disasters 

occur. I commend Lebanon for their effort in helping people, but the question is if they really 

have a choice to do it any other way. After all this reading on Lebanon and the refugee crisis 

it is apparent that Lebanon is suffering greatly from the refugee influx since the country is 

still recovering from the civil war. The refugees have surely impacted the Lebanese cultural 

society and the fact that Lebanon has a heterogeneous society is by now fairly established in 

this thesis work. The idea of a multicultural and heterogeneous society should however be 

viewed objectively. It can on one side be lucrative but parallelly it can as well be the growing 

ground for ethnic conflicts. Brown states in his book “When two groups in close proximity 

have mutually exclusive, incendiary perceptions of each other, the slightest provocation on 

either side confirms deeply held beliefs and provides the justification for a retaliatory 

response. Under conditions such as these, conflict is hard to avoid and even harder to limit 

once started” (Brown, 2001, p.13).  

Historically the area of what now is Lebanon have always been the home for several ethnic 

groups and religions, the difference is that with Ottoman and French imperial rule, the 

sectarianism was kept in check. Today with Lebanon's independence it seems that the state 
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has always had various degrees of difficulties with the sectarian system in Lebanon and once 

again with a such a big influx of Syrian refugees the situation looks even more bleak for the 

sectarian system.  

One thing that became apparently clear during this thesis work is the fact how weak the 

Lebanese state actually is at the current moment. An example is the unsuccessful attempts to 

elect a president during 2014 and to gain stability. The national unification-level is low where 

the refugee crisis has divided the Lebanese society in half where roughly half supports the 8 

March coalition which is pro Assad and the other half which is supporting the 14 March 

coalition which are pro-Syrian rebels. 

The most alarming consequences however should be the various economic setbacks the 

refugee crisis brings. The demographic changes in Lebanon is of course worrying in some 

cases because of the rapid growth of the Sunni Muslim population and ethnic and religious 

violence is to be feared but with a slight optimistic thinking the Lebanese people regardless 

of religious or ethnic identity will probably not want to go back to another devastating civil 

war. However not based on religious or ethnic reasons as the trigger, the biggest and most 

worrisome factor seems to be the economic factor. Poverty and unemployment can 

demonstrably lead to horrific effects. If we look at Germany after the First World War for 

example it shows a solid case of what unemployment and inflation together with war can lead 

to. I am not at all saying that Lebanon will do what the National Socialists in Germany did; I 

just want to highlight the danger of what poverty can lead to, even in a developed nation such 

as Germany.  

If the economic problems grow too severe then the racial and religious cards might be thrown 

into the political debate further thus triggering a new ethnic conflict, probably with the Syrian 

refugees as the main scapegoat and perhaps also those who have been supportive and 

welcoming to the Syrian refugees. For example, aspiring leaders and entrenched politicians 

might blame a certain demographic for the state's failure to provide for the people in order to 

get elected (Brown, 2001, p.19). 

Lebanon's economy has suffered from the refugee crisis, already being negatively affected 

due to earlier historical events which has been covered in the paper, and Schöpfer states the 

following “Lebanon’s socio-economic stability has been strongly affected by the influx of 
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Syrian refugees. Lebanon’s unstable economy and weak social welfare before the Syrian 

crisis has made it only more difficult for the country to cope with the situation and to fulfil 

the requirements of the social contract” (Schöpfer, 2015, p.36). The notion that economic 

setbacks indeed can be a breeding point for extremism and conflict gets support in Michael 

Brown’s book where he writes “Unemployment, inflation and resource competition, 

especially for land contribute to societal frustrations and tensions, and can provide the 

breeding ground for conflict” (Brown, 2001, p.10).  

If a future conflict will rise in Lebanon it will most likely be triggered by economic reasons, 

in fact most conflict in the future will probably be for resources and for economic reasons 

rather than the more traditional causes. Unemployment and the lack of vital resources such as 

water will probably be the biggest triggers to spark an internal conflict in Lebanon. To wage 

war mainly in the name of imperialism, religion, nationalism etc. is something that belongs to 

the past. Regardless of the reason for the conflict, the conflicts will nevertheless end up with 

casualties and destruction.  

These types of war are something I think we will see much more of in the future, especially 

in the Middle East, but it will not be the regular conflict with a fight between factions with 

any religious or ideological agenda as we are used to. These wars will most likely mainly be 

about the availability to water and food. Very much like in the old era in the Middle east 

when people fought over control of the fertile crescent stretching from Egypt to Iraq. 

Regarding this thesis work and the question that it had to answer; “Is the country at risk to 

end up in a new full-scale conflict due to the refugee crisis, if so, what warning signs are 

apparent?” The answer is shortly yes, if we look at what Michael Brown writes in his book 

and combines the events caused by the refugee crisis on Lebanon with his factors, the future 

look rather bleak for Lebanon.  

The warning signs which were asked for have also been covered well. However, if the 

country will or will not be thrown into a new conflict is the author's, that is to say my own, 

mere speculations and thoughts nothing more, there are no completely solid and absolute 

facts that Lebanon is facing an internal nor an external conflict.  

These are mainly the assumptions made by gathering information on Lebanon and refugee 

crisis and thereafter I have made the conclusion that Lebanon is facing an upcoming large-
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scale conflict. The conflict will arrive with the refugees so in that aspect it will be an external 

driven conflict, but the internal politics in Lebanon will be the spark of the conflict. If we 

combine the Lebanese delicate and fragile political and societal system with the refugee 

influx on Lebanon will if it gets time lead to devastating results. 

When it comes to solutions for the problem, I do not have any to provide. Not any concrete 

solutions at least. If it is important to help people in need every somewhat stable nation 

should contribute and not just Lebanon and Jordan in the Middle East. Nations can’t just rely 

on Lebanon. If Lebanon collapses other nations might have to deal with Lebanese refugees 

thus fuelling another huge refugee wave on more nations. One more aspect that would be all 

for the best would be if Lebanon’s neighbours could stop to use Lebanon as a political 

playing field for their foreign politics for evidently that have only lead to turmoil for 

Lebanon. Instead they should continue with their former trading relations with Lebanon 

which have been beneficial for both parties. 

In conclusion, I do believe that Lebanon once again will face an internal conflict. That is if 

the refugee crisis will continue during these upcoming years. I believe that much of the peace 

in Lebanon is dependent on weather on the civil war in Syria will end soon or not. During the 

course of this work Brown’s theory have been useful to identify potential warnings signs of 

an internal conflict. However even if it’s an essentially good theory to use it is rather simple. 

The reality is far more complex. In fact, theories like Brown’s might work much better in 

describing and explaining events that has happened rather than predict an upcoming internal 

conflict. I however don’t think that the conflict will be built mainly on religious/ethnic 

reasons but instead the fragile economic system and the lack of resources will be the main 

reason that will cause the conflict. Some groups might use blame the lack of resources on a 

group and make the conflict a religious conflict for example, but the main trigger will be an 

economic trigger. 
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