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S
hwarneh neighbourhood in Baalbek is like Chicago in America,” the 
minibus driver tells me in Arabic as the vehicle lurches through the  
Bekaa Valley.

Knowing what Chicago looks like – i.e. nothing like the place we are 
driving through – I presume the meaning of his simile has been lost in 
translation. Then he mimics firing a rifle with his hands, accompanying the 
gesture with throaty sound effects, and I understand what he is talking about.

I’m travelling to Baalbek to find a new Lebanese rap band, Touffar, that 
has been quickly gaining popularity in Lebanon’s burgeoning underground 

music scene. As I arrive in Lebanon’s notorious Bekaa Valley, I don’t know much about the band. 
I know that their lyrics are vehemently anti-government and that they are loosely tied to a local 
socialist party. They rap about protecting the land of the Bekaa… and the cannabis fields the  
land holds. Their music videos feature stills of the group “tagging” armoured personnel carriers 
and their online followers seem to have a penchant for taking pictures of themselves masked, 
standing on rocky outcrops or amid one of the Bekaa’s many hashish plantations, often cradling 
weapons of various calibres.

Shwarneh seems like a good place to start.
Resting on the northern edge of Baalbek, Shwarneh has come to represent the poverty and 

strife that has resulted from a lack of government attention and, more recently, the lack of tourist 
dollars in the region. The district’s buildings, raked with automatic weapon fire and rocket-
propelled grenade impacts, tell of the sinister role the neighbourhood sometimes plays at night:  
a modern-day Colleseum where the Bekaa’s heavily-armed clans settle disputes and fight turf wars.

This fighting is primarily a result of the vibrant black market economy in the Bekaa Valley.  
The disintegration of the legitimate economy means cannabis cultivation, gun-running, banditry 
and petrol smuggling have become a way of life for many in the region. The illegal economy 
is complicated by the presence of a highly complicated system of clan politics – which, when 
combined with a general population that has 
more guns than the armies of many small 
nations, often leads to violence.

“Touffar” means outlaws, a reference to 
the men and women who have resorted to 
arms to protect their livelihood and land  
at all costs, both against the Lebanese 
government and others who wish to impede. 
It is a culture in the Bekaa resulting from 
absolute desperation, which the band points 
to in their music. The other side of the coin 
is the pride people feel to this region. Their 
loyalty to the land and to resistance are also 
major themes in Touffar’s music. This has 
helped create bridges between their music 
and unlikely listeners, such as Hezbollah, the 
Lebanese Party of God.

In a way, the city has always been a deviant 
town. Like ancient Heliopolis in Roman times, 
the young women of Baalbek prostituted 
themselves out in the still-preserved temples 
to honour the Goddess Venus. In following 
millennia, the city was sacked and pillaged 
by a number of invading armies. The current 
lawlessness in the Bekaa can be chalked up as a brutal hangover of Lebanon’s fifteen-year-long 
civil war. The area was one of the world’s primary drug capitals and kidnapped Western journalists 
spent extended sabbaticals chained up in basements across the city. It also suffered from a severe 
lack of services from the Lebanese state.

“If you don’t understand Baalbek, you won’t understand the band,” says Farah Abdel-Sater,  
a recent law graduate fluent in several languages, yet still unable to find work. “To understand 
them, you need to live in the situation.”

Le bane se rappe rs 
touffar si ng about 
guns, LawLe ssne ss and 
de spe rate pove rty. 
and gue ss what — th ey 
are n ’ t faki ng any of it
By JoSh Wood
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It’s November and the already snow-capped mountains to the 
west loom over the magnificent temple ruins on the edge of town. 
Despite playing host to some of the best-preserved Roman ruins 
in the world, there is only a trickle of tourists – deterred, perhaps, 
by the large yellow Hezbollah flags depicting fists clutching 
Kalashnikov assault rifles lining the main thoroughfare to the site. 
Away from the ruins, jobless youths sit idly in front of shops.  
SUVs with tinted windows occasionally drive by and offer free 
joints. I’m here one day before the Lebanese Independence Day. 
Unarmed members of the Lebanese Armed Forces timidly put up 
small Lebanese flags on the perimeter of their barracks, fully aware 
that this is not their territory. At night, the streets empty and the 
city turns eerily quiet, punctuated only by occasional bursts of small 
arms fire from the north.

On shop fronts and shot-up walls, a recurring ubiquitous red 
poster with an angry fist appears – an ad for Touffar in the city of 
the deprived.

bei rut ’s Com m e rC iaL fi Lth

i
n Beirut, I finally meet up with Touffar at a currently 
hip “communist” bar in Hamra that serves up economy-
sized beers at bourgeoisie prices, yet still attracts 
members of the Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine along with plenty of Che-obsessed youths 
wrapped in kaffiyas.

Nasserdyn has long hair and a skinny face  
and enthusiastically talks about the band with good English.  
The author of most of the band’s lyrics, Jaafar, is slightly bearded 
and more reserved than Nasserdyn, butting-in at random moments 
of inspiration. While they are hip hop artists, the guys aren’t 
wearing bling, baggy clothes or stiff baseball caps. They opt  
instead for strikingly conventional t-shirts and shorts, making 
it hard for me to spot them as I walk into the bar. Together, 
Nasserdyn and Jaafar make up Touffar. They’re hanging out  
with a member of Katibe 5, a well-known local Palestinian rap 
group that emerged from Burj al-Barajneh, Beirut’s largest 
Palestinian refugee camp. The Palestinian refugees, numbering  
up to four hundred thousand in Lebanon, have a natural  
kinship in poverty and disenfranchisement with many from the 
Bekaa Valley.  

Jaafar and Nasserdyn cut to the chase and lay out the essence 
of the group: “Touffar is the way of life that is outside of the law,” 
Nasserdyn explains. “We are the people the government wants to put 
in jail, and we don’t want to give ourselves up — we’re like outlaws.”

Jaafar and Nasserdyn deny ever running into trouble with the 
law or engaging in any (really) illegal activities themselves. But they 
say that they took on the persona of outlaws to give the region a 
voice. They acknowledge that their spirit of resistance does in fact 
make them outlaws in the eyes of many, such as the Lebanese state.

The band begin the interview drinking water but soon switch 
to arak, the liquorice-flavoured anise drink similar to ouzo that is 
popular in the Levant. They chain-smoke their own cigarettes and 
then mine throughout, exhaling the problems of the Bekaa through 
plumes of Virginian tobacco.

Living as outlaws in the Bekaa, according to Jaafar, is “a way of 
living, because we don’t have another choice.”

“If you want to live, if you want to eat, you have to do certain 
things,” adds Nasserdyn.

From their brevity – and the angst in their lyrics –  
it seems that they might actually be the real deal: their 
way of life is something real and inescapable, not some 
lifestyle choice or teenage rebellion.

In a year that has seen American “gangster” rapper 
Snoop Dogg perform two sold out shows at the Forum 
de Beyrouth (before having his diamond-studded, 
gold-plated bullet bling necklace seized at Beirut airport 
security) and a triple-billet performance by Sean Paul, 
Pit Bull and Missy Elliot, Beirut has been said by some to 
be emerging as a hot venue for the world’s most widely 
known hip-hop artists. Touffar couldn’t care less.

“There’s no difference between them and Britney 
Spears,” responds Nasserdyn “commercial rap is s***.  
Rap isn’t Snoop Dogg. Rap isn’t about money and bitches.”

For Jaafar and Nasserdyn, rap has always been about 
resistance – an out to vent frustrations, to subvert the 
government and to bring about change. While they insist 
that their sound is not inspired by anybody in particular, 
they speak of older American rap music, written by 

frustrated African-American youth in the ghettos. This was long 
before before American rap turned more towards lyrics about dollar 
bills and swimming pools filled with girls in bikinis.

“Rap music is fight music,” explains Jaafar. 
While the band repeatedly chastises those who leave the Bekaa, 

forced to move to Beirut or emigrate abroad due to the poor 
economic situation, it is ironic to find them in Lebanon’s capital. 
They assure me that they are only here for their concert and to 
complete their education and that they still live in Baalbek.

“If there was a university in Bekaa, the government would make 
sure that it was s***,” says Nasserdyn bluntly.

In the batch of songs they are currently recording, emigration  
to Beirut by Baalbek’s youth plays a key role. For Touffar, those  
who abandon the land of the Bekaa and give up the fight to protect 
the land, are racked up as traitors to themselves and their home. 
While they understand these motives, the band looks down on those 
from the Bekaa who take up menial jobs in Beirut (“they deserve  
a slap in the face every morning,” says Nasserdyn) and also the  
rogue clan members who have taken to armed robberies in the 
Lebanese capital.

Beirut bothers them, visibly. Not far away from the bar, the 
city’s rebuilt downtown district, Solidere, is quickly emerging as 
Lebanon’s answer to Dubai: high rise luxury apartment blocks, 
the highest end fashion outlets on the planet and hotel restaurants 
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where you can eat endangered species. To those 
who come from squalor, it is a slap in the face from 
the Prime Minister Saad Hariri, who owns Solidere, 
the company responsible for the reconstruction and 
namesake for the district.

Their song title “Al-Wasakh al-Tijari” or 
“Commercial Filth” is an Arabic reference to 
downtown Beirut’s commercial centre, which is 
called al-Wasat al-Tijari. The lyrics relentlessly 
attack the development of the city centre by Hariri’s 
company Solidere and question who benefits from 
these ventures.

“Our music is not just about Baalbek,” Nasserdyn 
tells me. “It’s about the people who robbed Baalbek 
to create this place [Beirut] for kings from Saudi and 
the Khaleej [the Gulf ].”

“They want to turn Lebanon into a big hotel…
And we say that Lebanon isn’t a hotel or a brothel.”

This anti-commercial establishment sentiment spreads further 
than lyrics. Far from 50 Cent’s “Get Rich or Die Trying” model, 
Touffar says that they’re not in the business for the money. Given 
that they’ve refused to record an album onto CD thus far (they 
spread their songs virally through YouTube and from person to 
person on mobile phones) this claims might be valid. In their first 
headline concert in Beirut, the band charged a paltry two dollar 
entrance fee; just enough to cover overhead costs. If they feel that 
they have successfully brought about change, they suggest, perhaps 
they’ll stop rapping. If they start feeling that their music is doing 
little in the way of change, another path might be in order.

“Right now we are fighting with our lyrics. Maybe later we  
will fight another way to get our freedom and liberty.” says Jaafar 
“The real resistance is by bullets.”

th e son of baaLbe k doe s not di e

a
li* al-Yaghi sits, like he does everyday, in a 
roadside café next to a grassy park in the 
relatively upscale Baalbek neighbourhood 
of Ras al-Ain, gently pulling on a Marlboro 
Light. A former hash and arms dealer, 
twenty-year-old Ali is now training to 
 become a Hezbollah fighter and hopes to 

fight and perhaps become a martyr during the 
next war with Israel. He differs immensely from 
the arak-swilling socialist intelligentsia in Beirut, 
yet he is just as enthusiastic supporter of Touffar 
and a personification of the group’s lyrics. 

“Ibn Baalbek ma yamot” he says upon being 
asked about the band, before breaking out into 
an impromptu performance of one of their songs. 
“The son of Baalbek does not die” — a motto of 
Touffar that epitomises the spirit of resistance 
held by the residents of the Bekaa.

We’re sitting under a large portrait of the 
turbaned and bespectacled Hezbollah leader, 
Hassan Nasrallah, in yellow chairs. In fact,  
every-thing in the impromptu café, set up from  
the back of the owner’s truck, is bright yellow.  
The owner of the café relays to me that this is to 
show his love for Hezbollah, whose flag is yellow, 

and the resistance. Ali sits with his mobile phone on the table, 
alternating between Touffar songs and videos of Hezbollah 
fighters ambushing Israeli patrols. The café owner hasn’t heard  
of Touffar and blares Black Eyed Peas songs and tinny Arabic 
music through his van’s speakers.

Ali embodies the Bekaa tragedy that Touffar raps about.  
After finishing secondary education, he quickly realised that 
there were few opportunities to work. Like many, he chose to go 
illicit – selling hashish and guns until he was arrested by Lebanese 
internal security forces over a year ago. Hezbollah bailed him out. 
Then they handed him an American-made M-16 and he began 
training to join the Party of God’s military wing.

In an environment where work is nearly impossible to come by, 
even for the educated, the modest stipends of Hezbollah’s militia 
become an alluring factor for those not scooped up in the Bekaa’s 
illicit economy.

“Only Hezbollah saves Baalbek.” he says. “The only other work 
is hashish. If the government took care of Baalbek, then people 
wouldn’t grow hashish. Right now, all we do is sit and wait.”

The café owner looks up from his counter. “Look at Beirut:  
Saad Hariri p***es money!” he says scathingly, attacking the 
opulent reconstruction of downtown Beirut.

“We [in Baalbek] love Lebanon, but the state does not love  
us back. There is only Hezbollah for us here.”

Hezbollah and Touffar are odd bedfellows. While the rappers’ 
music obviously does not resonate heavily with many in Hezbollah, 
the message of resistance does. Similarly, Jaafar and Nasserdyn’s 
self-proclaimed secular attitudes clash heavily with the Islamist-
oriented mission of Hezbollah, but at the same time, they are 
fighting the same fight and thus enjoy a heavy following by  
those who identify with Hezbollah. The first line of their song 
“Madina al-Shuhada” (“City of the Martyrs”) gives light to the 
attraction: “The road to Jerusalem begins in the city of the 
martyrs (Baalbek).”

Yet Touffar is not a group of Hezbollah rappers. Nor are they 
socialists or gangsters or any other adjective that could be thrown 
in front of them. They are young, they are angry and they are very 
proud of their hometown, a city that was once an axis of empires, 
now fallen into disrepair. They tell me not to expect to see them on 
MTV or to see their albums on the Billboard charts. They just want 
to get their message out, they want to show the realities of life on 
the ground in the Bekaa and make their lives and the lives of those 
around them just that little bit better.  
*First name has been changed 

“right now we 
are fighting 
with our lyrics.  
maybe later 
we will fight 
another way 
to get our 
freedom and 
liberty…the 
real resistance 
is by bullets”


