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. INTRODUCTION

1.1 CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND

Since 2005, Lebanon has withessed numerous assassinations with no one held accountable. The
escalating division and polarization within the country have spilled over the online sphere, where,
within minutes of any security incident, X (formerly Twitter) becomes inundated with hate speech
and disinformation. These toxic narratives poison the online discourse, exacerbating divisions and
animosity. From X, the narratives permeate other social platforms as well as television broadcast
and eventually seep, offline, into the minds of readers, further atomizing them into opposing camps.

In most cases, two antagonistic directions emerge: anti-Hezbollah and anti-Lebanese Forces. Rather
than promoting ideas, these online groups exist in the virtual space solely to combat each other.

On April 7, 2024, around 19:05, Pascal Sleiman, the Lebanese Forces (LF) Jbeil district coordinator,
was kidnapped. The news swiftly spread across social media, with both individuals and botnets
disseminating their “thoughts” and comments on the incident. Hate speech and disinformation

proliferated rapidly in the first 24 hours, mirroring patterns seen in previous incidents.

The primary purveyors of incitement, disinformation, and hate speech are anonymous accounts
with a documented history of such activities over the past three years. Despite being flagged by
social media analysts, mainstream media, and communication experts as divisive, pro-violence
accounts, no concrete actions have been taken to ban them from X or uncover their origins, posing
a significant threat to Lebanese national security. Instead, their narratives are often used to justify

opposing polarizing rhetoric.

Furthermore, while a quick analysis of these anonymous accounts reveals their political affiliations,
their true identities remain uncertain. It is unclear whether they genuinely are who they claim to
be and espouse the beliefs they spread or whether they adopt personas and affiliations to fuel

opposing rhetoric.
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1.2 OBJECTIVES

Through an examination of the online discourse surrounding Pascal Sleiman’s kidnapping and killing,
our objectives are threefold:

1. Tochronologically uncover the divisive narratives and disinformation spread on X, analyzing their
ripple effects and offline reactions in a country confronted with regional war and heightened
polarization.

2. To establish the patterns, sources, and networks disseminating these narratives.

3. To advocate with Lebanese Authorities and X to contain the harm of these networks from the
platform and hold them accountable under Lebanese law.



Il. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Our study employed a qualitative methodology, focusing on content and thematic analysis of X data,
supplemented by authenticity and validation checks. We collected data by scraping X for keywords
associated with Pascal Sleiman’s kidnapping and killing, covering the initial 27-hour period pre- and

post-incident, and focusing on subsequent reactions.

Thematic Analysis: This involved the examination of every tweet to identify and summarize the
emerging narratives. Tweets were then systematically categorized into designated themes and sub-
themes. This approach enabled us to capture the essence and scope of discussions within specific
topics or themes, providing a structured overview of the content and its thematic significance.

Chronological Analysis: The analysis was divided into three sequential segments to illustrate the
evolution of the online conversation over time. Each tweet underwent scrutiny to capture emerging
narratives, which were then summarized and categorized under designated themes and sub-themes.
This segmentation allowed for a detailed understanding of the unfolding discourse, particularly
during the initial two-hour intervals of each segment: 19:00 to 20:59, 21:00 to 22:59, and 23:00 to
3:00 on April 8.

Authenticity and Validation Analysis: We conducted a deeper examination of the authors of
problematic tweets to assess the authenticity of their accounts. This step was complemented by a
verification process for the information presented within the tweets to distinguish factual content

from disinformation.

Relational Analysis: The analysis also considered the relational aspects of the tweets, examining
how narratives are interconnected and the broader implications of these connections in shaping

public opinion and triggering offline actions.

Stand-Alone Thematic Analysis on Anti-Refugee Sentiment, Incitement, Hate Speech, and
Disinformation: A separate analytical lens was applied to the theme of anti-refugee sentiment,
recognizing its distinct impact and presence in the discourse. This stand-alone analysis aimed to
discern the specific conversation about refugees and measure the intensity and nature of the rhetoric

used within this context.



lll. MAIN FINDINGS

In Lebanon’s X/Twitter ecosystem, which is already a battleground for polarized views, the kidnapping
and subsequent killing of Pascal Sleiman on the evening of April 7 triggered a rapid escalation of
hate speech, disinformation, and incitement to violence. This analysis identifies the key narratives
and responses that unfolded in the immediate affermath of the incident and traces their impact

across online and offline domains.

Political party supporters, anonymous accounts, and unregulated news accounts were quick to
leverage the incident, hurling accusations at Hezbollah and the LF, each alleging the other side’s
culpability. Within the first hour, a surge of anonymous tweets not only intensified existing polarization
but also fueled sectarian divisions, with each side using the incident to justify their vilification of the
other. LF aoffiliates and unregulated news accounts spread rumors of Sleiman’s phone being found in
“Shiite villages,” stroking anti-Hezbollah sentiment, while Hezbollah supporters tarnished Sleiman’s

reputation with allegations of wrongdoing and implicated LF leadership in criminal activities.

The situation was further inflamed by false reports of the kidnapping of another LF coordinator in
Akkar, and doctored pictures alleging Hezbollah’s members claiming responsibility for the kidnapping.
These narratives were amplified by anonymous and informal X news channels, contributing to
the rapidly escalating tensions. Videos from LF partisans in Jbeil added to the chaos, with some
advocating for taking advantage of the situation to instate self-security and others openly calling for

civil war, playing into Hezbollah’s narrative that portrayed the LF as instigators of sectarian conflict.

Adding to the turmoil were false claims of civil unrest in neighborhoods like Ain al-Remmaneh,
Shiyah, and the Chevrolet roundabout, areas known for previous clashes between LF and Hezbollah
supporters, which subsequent verification revealed to be disinformation. Notably, international
anonymous accounts from Saudi Arabia, Irag, and Israel injected further vitriol into the discourse,

targeting various communities within Lebanon.

The unfolding narrative included the spread of fake news regarding Sleiman’s condition,
indiscriminately shared by anonymous individuals and informal media outlets, which even uninformed
citizens and prominent journalists perpetuated, unaware of its falsity. Amidst this were calls from LF
supporters for the encirclement and expulsion of Shiite villagers from the Jbeil district and broader

demands for self-governance and partition from groups opposed to Hezbollah.
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Significantly, this online fervor spilled over into offline responses, including a live televised address by
Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah on April 8. His engagement with specific X-spread
narratives, despite their initial limited reach, highlighted how selective X narratives, regardless of their
prevalence, can be amplified by political leaders to serve tactical or strategic partisan objectives.

Moreover, hate speech from Hezbollah-aligned users depicted Christians as Zionist collaborators,
framing them as traitors planning civil strife, demonstrating the broader implications of such online
rhetoric. This online environment was further complicated by the cross-platform dissemination of
unverified news and hate speech, with content from WhatsApp and Facebook seamlessly transitioned
to X feeds.

Finally, the discourse surrounding Syrian refugees within Lebanon’s online sphere, and subsequent
offline reactions, reveal a deeply concerning trend. With the revelation that the individuals implicated
in Pascal Sleiman’s kidnapping and killing were Syrians, a surge of retaliatory actions against Syrian
workers and refugees was observed across various regions of Lebanon. Verified accounts of these
attacks remain elusive, and many videos circulated online were old videos taken out of context; the
Internal Security Forces (ISF) highlighted a critical barrier in data collection. According to an ISF
source, “If Syrian refugees are not legally residing in Lebanon, they are often unable to file claims or
seek assistance, leading to a significant underreporting of incidents.” Consequently, the authenticity

of the attack videos that circulated online on April 7 and 8 could not be confirmed by authorities.

Against this backdrop, an intensified online campaign demanding the deportation of Syrian refugees
gained momentum. The narrative was laced with hate speech and incitement, portraying the
refugee presence as an existential threat to Lebanon. This online anti-refugee sentiment paralleled

the tangible aggression faced by Syrians in Lebanon.

However, when the physical aggression against Syrian refugees surfaced on X, the majority of the
online community condemned it. Many users criticized the LF, accusing them of harboring racist
sentiments reminiscent of the civilwar era. This dichotomy of online discourse — between inflammatory
rhetoric and calls for tolerance - presents a complex picture of Lebanon’s social media landscape

and its influence on societal attitudes and behaviors.

The stark contrast between online and offline dynamics concerning Syrian refugees underscores
the necessity for a nuanced approach to monitoring social media - a platform that mirrors and

sometimes magnifies the tensions rippling through the nation.

In Lebanon - a nation marked by polarization and conflict - the influence of social media on public
sentiment and national security cannot be overstated. The anonymous accounts active in the X
discourse, while outwardly presenting as pro-LF or pro-Hezbollah, obscure their true identities,
rendering their actual affiliations ambiguous. This anonymity is a cornerstone in what appears to
be an intricate propaganda war, where entities can freely incite violence, spread hate speech, and

disseminate disinformation, all while evading detection and accountability.
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Our analysis over the past three years has resulted in an extensive database of accounts consistently
involved in propagating harmful content within Lebanon’s online sphere. The presence of this
database presents a pivotal opportunity for intervention. By collaborating with local law enforcement,
legal authorities, and social media platforms, including X, there is now a tangible path forward to
address these challenges.

The urgency to regulate information manipulation on social media and hold accountable those
behind malicious activities is underscored by the vital threat they pose. Without such measures, the
virtual battleground remains fertile for an ongoing, unseen war - fought not with weapons but with
words that have the power to manifest into action. The risk is more than just digital; unchecked, it
threatens the very fabric of Lebanese society. It is imperative to bridge the gap between monitoring

online activities and implementing enforceable policies that safeguard the nation’s stability.



IV. CONTENT ANALYSIS

IV.1 THEMATIC ANALYSIS

Figure 1. Overall themes of the conversation
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Theme 1: Political Polarization

In the heated aftermath of Pascal Sleiman’s abduction, two dominant and opposing narratives
unfolded on X, with each side accusing the other of political machinations.

Supporters of the LF unequivocally pointed fingers at Hezbollah, alleging the incident was the latest in
a series of politically motivated assassinations orchestrated by the group. This was met with counter-

accusations from pro-Hezbollah factions, who implicated LF leader Samir Geagea in the incident.

Pro-Hezbollah supporters cast suspicion on Samir Geagea, former LF MP Antoine Zahra, and the

LF in general, spinning narratives of internal discord within the LF, and political exploitation of the
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incident as the motive behind the abduction. They refuted claims of Hezbollah involvement, instead
accusing Geagea of orchestrating the incident due to a purported personal dispute with Sleiman,
bolstered by a fictitious claim of Sleiman’s resignation a week prior. The rhetoric escalated as they
resurrected historical accusations against the LF, alleging past civil war crimes and asserting the LF
was acting out an Israeli agenda to incite sectarian tensions. In an effort to solidify their stance, they
linked Sleiman’s case to previous incidents involving LF officialis, including Ramzi Irani, Elias Zayek,
and Elias Hasrouni, casting Geagea as a longstanding perpetrator of violence.

On the other side, LF supporters levied accusations against Hezbollah, framing the incident as a
calculated political assassination - a retaliation fo the Maronite Patriarch’s current position, which
has been critical of Hezbollah, and a diversion from the militant group’s ongoing losses in southern
Lebanon amidst the conflict with Israel. They portrayed the abduction as indicative of a systematic
series of targeted attacks, a hallmark of Hezbollah's operational tactics.

Figure 2. Sources of polarizing content

s Accusing LF 64.7%
mmm  Accusing Hezbollah 35.3%

Table 1. Examples of polarizing content
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Theme 2: Incitement, Hate Speech, and Disinformation

As the news of Pascal Sleiman’s kidnapping spread, an analysis of the discourse on X revealed a

presence of incitement, hate speech, and disinformation in 8 % of the overall conversation. Among

these posts, 62% were identified as disinformation, 20% involved hate speech, 7% incitement, and

the remainder consisting of a blend of homophobic remarks and smearing tactics. The majority of

these narratives, around 76%, were propagated by accounts identified as anti-LF or pro-Hezbollah.
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In contrast, narratives from anti-Hezbollah or pro-LF sources made up 19%, with the remainder
atftributed fo various other entities including anti-October 17 uprising voices, users from the Kingdom

of Saudi Arabia, Israel, and neutral individuals, as well as X-based news accounts.

Figure 3. Subthemes within the “Incitement, Hate Speech, and Disinformation” theme

mmm Disinformation 62.5%
mmm Hate speech 20.2%

Incitement 7.7%
BN Homophobic comment  5.7%
EEE Smearing 2.9%
. Other 1%

Figure 4. Sources of incitement, hate speech, and disinformation

s Anti-LF 76.92%
mmm  Anti-Hezbollah 19.23%

Anti-October 17 1.92%
mmm  KSA User 0.96%
mmm Neutral 0.96%

B Subtheme 1: Disinformation

The bulk of disinformation, accounting for 86% of related tweets, originated from pro-Hezbollah
circles. These tweets sought to connect Sleiman’s kidnapping and subsequent killing to nefarious
activities such as drug deals, human trafficking, and prostitution. Pro-Hezbollah tweets wove
elaborate tales implicating Sleiman in an internal LF dispute, alleging personal conflicts with Samir
Geagea and suggesting scandalous ties with Geagea'’s wife, MP Sethrida Geagea. They also falsely
claimed that Pascal Sleiman had resigned from his position a week before the incident, and some

even accused former LF MP Antoine Zahra of being involved in the kidnapping.
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Conversely, the pro-LF disinformation was characterized by different fabrications. They spread a

doctored picture of a pro-Hezbollah account claiming Hezbollah's responsibility, rumors of another

LF coordinator’s kidnapping in Akkar, and insinuated security clashes in the historically contentious

areas of Ain al-Remmaneh and Shiyah. These tweets falsely cited security forces as sources, claiming

discoveries like Pascal Sleiman’s phone in the Shiite village of Lassa.

Figure 5. Sources of disinformation

BN Pro-LF 9.23%
BN Pro-Hezbollah 86.15%

Anti-October 17 1.54%
Emm  KSA User 1.54%
Emm Neutral 1.54%

Table 2. Examples of anti-LF and anti-Hezbollah accounts disseminating disinformation
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Neutral entities and informal news outlets inadvertently or deliberately contributed to the confusion
with their own share of mis- and disinformation. Updates on the investigation were distorted, leading

to baseless claims about Sleiman’s body being discovered with gunshot wounds. Furthermore, these
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sources amplified unfounded tensions in specific regions like the Chevrolet roundabout in Furn al-
Shubbak and Sin el-Fil, and some even prematurely reported on Sleiman’s wellbeing and supposed
transport to a hospital. These are some examples:
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B Subtheme 2: Incitement

Within the incitement sub-theme, out of eight tweets identified, seven were contributed by LF
supporters, while a solitary tweet from a Hezbollah backer declared the conflict as an “internal war,
and asserting a divide between “us” and “you” - implying that LF supporters do not belong to the
community or people in question. The LF tweets collectively echoed a sentiment of retaliation; one
post called for surrounding Shiite villages in the Jbeil district, another threatened a tenfold revenge
for any attack on the Christian community, and yet another warned of an exponential escalation of

violence in response to any abduction from their ranks.
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A message from a KSA-based user urged Christians to prepare for retaliation against Hezbollah

before it’s too late. In addition, a narrative from an LF supporter involved vehement declarations that

any incident of harm would unleash severe reciprocal actions.

Figure 6. Sources of polarizing content

s Anti-Hezbollah 87.5%

mmm  Anti-LF 12.5%

Table 3. Examples of Anti-Hezbollah, anti-LF incitement narratives
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B  Subtheme 3: Hate Speech

In this sub-theme, 62% of the conversation originated from pro-Hezbollah accounts, 33% from pro-LF

accounts, and a minor 5% from accounts opposing the October 17 uprising.

Pro-Hezbollah narratives were particularly vitriolic, including derogatory comments against the
Maronite Patriarch, denigrating the Christian religion in Lebanon as the “dirtiest,” and inciting against
media institutions that live-streamed reactions to Pascal Sleiman’s kidnapping and killing. Further
amplifying their hate speech, some Hezbollah supporters characterized Pascal Sleiman as a “rat,
and there were calls to use force to “educate” those accusing Hezbollah of wrongdoing. Additional
comments from this faction expressed a wish for the death of pro-LF people to rid themselves of

what they called “internal Zionist traitors” while some labeled the Patriarch as a “Zionist.

Conversely, the narrative from pro-LF accounts included disparaging remarks about the Shiite
community, crudely noting their population size, and directly tying Hezbollah to Iran, labeling them
as "dogs of Iran.” Hassan Nasrallah was explicity referred to as “the devil.” Moreover, pro-LF rhetoric
described Hezbollah supporters as “terrorists” and “captagon sellers,” emphatically stating, “they do

not resemble us, and we are not one community.”
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Figure 7. Sources of Hate Speech

Table 4. Examples of hate narratives
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Theme 3: Anti-Refugees

Before the unsettling news of Pascal Sleiman’s kidnapping, online platforms in multiple countries,

including Egypt, Turkey, Iraq (Kurdistan in particular), and Lebanon, were already abuzz with anti-

refugee narratives. These discussions were notably influenced by events such as the Cypriot president’s

visit to Lebanon, where discussions with Prime Minister Najib Mikati focused on refugee migration

issues. Incidents within Lebanon also fueled anti-refugee sentiments: in Batroun, an assault by Syrian

nationals on a municipal worker sparked debate, while Syrian workers’ involvement in a shooting in

Rayfoun further aggravated public opinion against refugees. These narratives were predominantly

circulated by accounts dedicated to advocating for the deportation of Syrian refugees from Lebanon,

emphasizing a singular thematic focus.

Following the incident, the conversation around refugees intensified and diversified into several sub-

themes:

Figure 8. Subthemes within the anti-refugee theme
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Deportation of Refugees: This dominant narratfive constituted 52% of the discussion, primarily

focusing on advocating for the mass deportation of Syrian refugees.
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Existential Threat: Around 21% of the messages portrayed Syrian refugees as an existential threat
to Lebanon, highlighting profound fears and concerns about the socio-political an demographic

consequences of their presence.
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Hate Speech and Incitement: Roughly 15% of the discussions descended into outright hate speech

against Syrians, indicating a troubling trend in the discourse.
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Anti-NGO Sentiment: A smaller fraction, approximately 3.4%, of the narrative involved incitement

against NGOs working with refugees, accusing them of exacerbating the situation.
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Blaming Najib Mikati: Approximately 5% of the messages blamed Prime Minister Najib Mikati for
mishandling the refugee crisis.
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B Sources of Anti-Refugee Narratives

The source of these narratives varied significantly from those associated with the Pascal Sleiman
incident. Notably, supporters of the Free Patriotic Movement (FPM) were the most vocal, contributing
42% of the anti-refugee content. Neutral accounts followed at 18%, with pro-Hezbollah voices at 14%,
foreign accounts at 8%, and pro-LF accounts making up just 7% of the discourse.

This distribution underscores that while the FPM predominantly drove the online rhetoric against
refugees, the LF were more visibly involved in the offline repercussions against Syrian refugees in
Christian-maijority cities. Finally, all major political factions — pro-Hezbollah, pro-LF, and pro-FPM
- advocate for resolving the refugee crisis primarily through deportation. However, each group also
casts blame on their rivals for the origins and exacerbation of the refugee crisis. Pro-Hezbollah
and FPM both blame LF and NGOs for creating and exacerbating the problem, while LF accuses
Hezbollah of having caused the crisis by intervening in the Syrian conflict alongside the Assad regime.

Figure 9. Sources of anti-refugee narratives
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IV.2 CHRONOLOGICAL ANALYSIS

Complementing the thematic overview, the chronological analysis delves into the temporal
development of these discussions. It tracks the progression and transformation of narratives over time,
pinpointing when specific themes emerge and gain traction. This lens is crucial for understanding
the immediate, or “knee-jerk,” reactions of individuals and political groups on X. In a volatile setting
like Lebanon, these initial reactions are particularly impactful; they can quickly escalate from
online expressions to real-world actions. Politicians and influential figures might exploit these rapid
responses to vilify opponents or entire communities, often basing their arguments on the actions or
statements of a few individuals to cast a broader malign shadow.

Together, these analytical approaches provide a comprehensive understanding of both the static and
dynamic aspects of the discourse. They reveal not only what is being discussed but also how these
discussions evolve and resonate within the community. This dual perspective is essential in contexts
like Lebanon, where the line between online rhetoric and offline consequences is often blurred, and

where political narratives can significantly influence public sentiment and social stability.
Pre-Incident Trends

Prior to the news of Pascal Sleiman’s kidnapping, our research identified a discernible pattern of
narratives already circulating on X. From midnight on April 7, discussions surrounding Syrian refugees
were prevalent across multiple countries. In Erbil, Iragi Kurdistan, the debate was sparked by the
deportation of illegal Syrian workers, while in Turkey, the arrest of a smuggling ring involving Syrians
and Turks ignited heated discussions. Similarly, in Egypt, the arrest of a Syrian refugee accused of
terrorism sparked an anti-Syrian wave. Within Syria, controversies arose over demonstrations in
support for Hamas in Idlib. Concurrently, Lebanon’s X space was charged with anti-Syrian sentiment,
fueled by reports of Syrians assaulting a municipal worker in Batroun and another incident involving
gunfire in Rayfoun. These local incidents intensified calls for the deportation of Syrian refugees.

Simultaneously, tensions between the LF and Hezbolloh were evident and revolved around the
remembrance of the 1981 Zahleh Battle (between the LF and the Syrian army), Maronite Patriarch
Beshara Rai’'s Sunday sermon perceived as a jab at Hezbollah's actions, LF leader Samir Geagea’s TV

interview with Walid Abboud, and anti-Hezbollah Shiite cleric Sheikh Ali Al-Amin’s meeting with Geagea.

A critical observation was made at 18:20, almost one hour before the kidnapping news broke. A
tweet reply from an anonymous account, @BaalHana8, which often shares anti-Hezbollah content,
featured a video with an Islamic chant alongside a hashtag referring to an imminent “invasion” of
Ain al-Remmaneh - a mostly Christian district emblematic of historic confrontations between the
LF and Hezbollah. The inclusion of Hezbollah and Amal Movement flags in the video hinted at the

source of the video.
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Figure 10. Ain al-Remmaneh invasion video-photo
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Additionally, calls for partition and federalism were also present in the online discourse.
Post-Incident Trends

Following Pascal Sleiman’s abduction, our analysis chronologically dissected the evolving X discourse
into three distinct fimeframes: from 19:00 to 20:59 on April 7, from 21:00 to 22:59 on April 7, and from
23:00 on April 7 to 3:00 on April 8. This structured approach enabled us to trace the thematic progression
of the narrative, focusing on four key themes that emerged: 1) Accusations of political assassination by
Hezbollah; 2) Allegations against the LF for orchestrating the incident; 3) Proliferation of incitement, hate

speech, and disinformation; and 4) Calls for civil disobedience, partition, and self-security measures.

a. Part 1: April 7, 19:00 to 20:59

Figure 11. Overall themes; April 7, 19:00 to 20:59
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B Incitement, Hate Speech, and Disinformation

At 19:20, the first accusation emerged from @Trench_10452 - an account presumed to support the
LF — asserting that if Hezbollah was implicated, consequences should be swift and severe. This tweet,
later deleted, encouraged action against Shiite villages.
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Concurrently, the first instance of anti-LF disinformation regarding Pascal Sleiman originated
from @allouush, alleging a tie between the LF and illicit drug deals associated with Sleiman’s
disappearance. This post amassed over 45K views.

Figure 12. Evidence of disinformation; April 7, 20:37
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B Calls for Partition, Civil Disobedience, and Self-security

In the same timeframe, voices like @ISuccar were calling for community self-security, viewing the
incident as a challenge to the state’s security apparatus.
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B Accusing the LF

Accounts like @SkaikiAbed pointed fingers at the LF, insinuating that the incident was manufactured

as a pretext for arming and self-security measures.
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Meanwhile, @Mohamad_kiki80 explicitly accused LF leader Samir Geagea of orchestrating the
kidnapping.
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B Accusing Hezbollah

The blame game intensified as many accounts held Hezbollah responsible for the kidnapping,

framing it as an act that could stroke sectarian conflict.
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b. Part 2: April 7, 21:00 to 22:59

Figure 13. Overall themes; April 7, 21:00 to 22:59
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B Incitement, Hate Speech, and Disinformation

Figure 14. Subthemes within the Incitement, Hate Speech, and Disinformation theme;
April 7, 21:00 to 22:59

s Disinformation 80%
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During the hours following the incident, a surge in disinformation was noted. Pro-Hezbollah accounts
were primarily responsible for narratives framing the LF as perpetrators of Pascal Sleiman’s
kidnapping and murder, while also tarnishing Sleiman’s reputation with allegations of involvement in
illicit activities. A minority of pro-LF accounts engaged in hate speech targeting the Shiite community

in Jbeil and disseminated false news linking Pascal’s killing to the Shiite-maijority village of Lassa.

Table 5. Narratives within the Incitement, Hate Speech, and Disinformation theme; April 7, 21:00

to 22:59
Disinformation Hate Speech Incitement

Defamation 2

Drugs 1

Link with Israel 1

Reference to Lassa 1

Sectarian Language 1 1
Syrian Refugees 2

Threats 1

Examples of defamation tweets:

@AnwaR_12389
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@Mohamad_ kiki80
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Examples of drug allegation tweets:
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This tweet reached 202K+ views.
Figure 15. Evidence of disinformation; April 7, 21:00 to 22:59
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The third hour since the news broke was marked by a wave of mutual hate speech and incitement
between Hezbollah and LF supporters, proliferating across various social media platforms and

converging on X.

Figure 16. Evidence of incitement; April 7, 21:00 to 22:59
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At 22:28, unverified claims began circulating regarding Sleiman’s whereabouts. Users such as @Ilsuccar
and X news outlets like @a7dass], @LebCN-news, and Kadaa Jbeil Al Akhbari reported, without any
confirmation, that Sleiman had been found dead in a Shiite areq, citing sources from the security
forces. These claims were echoed by @abouYou36646680, identified as a bot, which propagated the
disinformation, likely sourced from WhatsApp news groups.

Figure 17. Evidence of disinformation and incitement; April 7, 21:00 to 22:59
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At 22:47, an anonymous account, @aceteroide, posted a manipulated photo insinuating that
Sleiman was in Hezbollah’s custody. The photo’s authenticity was later debunked using the Al tool

imageedited.com.

Figure 18. Evidence of disinformation and doctored photos; April 7, 21:00 to 22:59
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m Civil Disobedience, Partition, and Self-Security:

Figure 19. Subthemes within the Civil Disobedience, Partition, and Self-Security theme;
April 7, 21:00 to 22:59

mmm  Calls for partition 27.27%
mmm  Civil disobedience 9.09%
Self-security 63.64%
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c. Part 3: April 7, 23:00 to April 8, 3:00

Figure 20. Overall themes; April 7, 23:00 to April 8, 3:00

s Anti-LF 23.34%
Political statements 13.8%
s Pro-LF 11.33%
mmm Offline reactions 9.71%
mmm Anti-Hezbollah 7.5%
s rrelevant 7.5%
mmm  Incitement-Hate speech-Disinfo 6.98%
[ Media coverage 5.54%
mmm  Condemnation 5.28%
mmm Concerns of civil war 2.81%
mmm  Call for restraint and unity 2.73%
mmm Other 3.49%
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Figure 21. Timeframe of overall themes; April 7, 23:00 to April 8, 3:00
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During thistime period, the pro-LF theme received a significant boost from trend amplifiers — accounts

that post and amplify hashtags without engaging in the conversation. These accounts constituted 81%

of the tweets bolstering the pro-LF trend and were excluded from the graphs.

Some tweets irrelevantly added the Pascal Sleiman hashtag to ride the wave of the trend, publishing

unrelated news about Gaza and the Hezbollah-Israel conflict.

B Incitement, Hate Speech, and Disinformation

Figure 22. Subthemes within the Incitement, Hate Speech, and Disinformation theme;

April 7, 23:00 to April 8, 3:00

mmm Disinformation 58.54%
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mmm  Other 1.22%
BN Smearing 3.66%
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Figure 23. Disinformation narratives; April 7, 23:00 to April 8, 3:00
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At 23:30, reports surfaced of another LF coordinator’s alleged kidnapping, with @marwakarimeh3

tweeting:
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Various accounts circulated insidious rumors surrounding Sleiman’s disappearance, alleging

connections to drugs and other unsavory activities.
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Examples of incitement tweets:
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This tweet reached more than 12.9K views.

Figure 24. Evidence of incitement; April 7, 23:00 to April 8, 3:00
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m Civil Disobedience, Partition, and Self-Security:

Figure 25. Subthemes within the civil disobedience, partition, and self-security theme;
April 7, 23:00 to April 8, 3:00

mmm  Calls for partition  16.7%
mmm  Civil disobedience 16.7%
Self-security 66.7%
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Examples of self-security tweets:
@ timy37820785
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The incitement and disinformation campaign was not solely domestic; accounts from Israel, Saudi
Arabia, and Iraqg also engaged in disseminating divisive and misleading narratives.
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Figure 26. Evidence of external participation in the narrative; April 7, 23:00 to April 8, 3:00
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Anti-Refugee sentiment

The timeline of discourse surrounding Pascal Sleiman’s kidnapping and subsequent killing highlights
the presence of anti-refugee sentiments even before the incident occurred, indicating a pre-existing
narrative within Lebanese social media circles. These sentiments gained significant traction following
the revelation that Syrian nationals were implicated in the abduction and murder. Despite the lack of
confirmed ties between these individuals and the broader refugee population, discourse swiftly shifted

towards strong anti-refugee sentiments, emphasizing calls for the deportation of Syrian refugees.

The chronological analysis reveals how rapidly and decisively the narrative pivoted in response to

the incident. Initially, general anti-refugee sentiments focused on demographics, security, and socio-
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economic issues attributed to the presence of refugees in Lebanon. However, once the news broke
that Syrian nationals were involved in the kidnapping, these existing narratives were leveraged to
bolster more aggressive and sweeping anti-refugee rhetoric.

The discourse escalated rapidly, with social media and political commentators blurring the lines
between the Syrian nationals accused of the crime and the broader Syrian refugee community. This
conflation led to intensified calls for deportations and stricter controls on Syrian refugees in Lebanon,
fueled by the fear and anger provoked by the high-profile criminal act.

Figure 27. Anti-refugee tweets over time
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V. CONCLUSION

In the turbulent landscape of Lebanese social media, where every security incident becomes fodder
for political manipulation and communal strife, the online battlegrounds are rife with disinformation,
hate speech, and propaganda. The aftermath of Pascal Sleiman’s kidnapping serves as a stark

reminder of the dangerous convergence between virtual rhetoric and real-world consequences.

After every security incident in Lebanon, online platforms quickly transform into battlegrounds
where political partisans engage in heated accusations and vilification. This digital turmoil provides
fuel for leaders to further stigmatize entire communities, leveraging the online chaos as purported
evidence. The landscape is cluttered with anonymous entities and X-based news accounts that
amplify disinformation and hate speech, often publishing fabricated or out-of-context content,
thereby instigating reciprocal accusations of alleged systemic media manipulation by rival factions.
Our analysis of these influential X accounts, across multiple topics and over three years, with their
vast followings and relentless content dissemination, underscores their significant online authority

and potential dangers they pose.

Beyond the immediate repercussions, the implications of this digital turmoil extend far and wide.
Not only does it threaten national security by sowing discord and mistrust among communities, but
it also undermines the integrity of public discourse, eroding the foundations of democracy and civic

engagement.

Addressing these challenges requires a multifaceted approach. Judicial intervention and regulatory
measures are necessary to hold purveyors of disinformation and hate speech accountable. Moreover,
collaboration between social media platforms, law enforcement agencies, and civil society is essential

to curb the spread of harmful content and promote digital literacy.

Ultimately, the battle for truth and social harmony in Lebanon’s digital sphere is far from over. It
requires concerted efforts from all stakeholders — government, civil society, media, and individuals
- to confront the toxic narratives poisoning our online discourse and pave the way for a more
inclusive, informed, and resilient society. And this cannot be achieved by addressing the social media
manifestations of the problems while ignoring the root causes lying within the dismal governance of

the country and the weaponization of sectarian identity by unaccountable political forces.
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