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AN ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS OF

Abdallah EI Ayach for Master of Arts
Major: Anthropology

Title: Structure of Trust: Political Practices of the Opposition and the Struggle Against
it I 018-202

This project is an ethnographic work written as part of my MA thesis in the Anthropology
department at AUB, under the supervision of Dr. Kirsten Scheid. It focuses on recently
formed political activist groups that ran for the 2018 parliamentary elections in Lebanon
under the coalition named Kuluna Watani. This coalition became widely known as the
“civil society coalition,” allowing the groups within it to distinguish themselves from what
they have named “traditional political parties.” The core research questions that | pose in
this paper: What are the characteristics of the political project constructed by these groups?
What are the practical and ideological challenges that they face during in this experience?

At the surface level, the distinction, “civil society” vs. “traditional parties”, that has been
created through naming, seems to serve only a linguistic function. One that allows “the
citizen,” or “the political subject”, to distinguish between newly forming political camps
and others that dominated the modern history of Lebanon. What my study shows, is that
this act of naming has deeper underlying effects and logic, which constantly try to break
with an entire imagined “tradition” of political practice and ideology performed by both,
sectarian and non-sectarian political groups “of the past.” The underlying urgency
expressed in these linguistic and temporal distinctions serve to emphasize the need for
“newness” in political practice, as perceived by the activists. This urgency is translated onto
the multiple layers of political practice which | have observed, namely in: (1) the
organizational structures created and negotiated; (2) the public and private spaces hosting
their political agenda and serving as a hub for their operations; (3) the spaces for internal
and public debate carved by activists; (4) the symbolic engagement with the public sphere;
(5) the innovative modes of political campaigning; and (6) their discourse that is constantly
subject to severe reflection and reassessment.

In this project | show that these linguistic and political performances are intertwined and
serve both to create and express underlying normative structures of trust. These are implicit
ethical structures govern the “new” political practices of activist and allow for their group
formation. These normative structures are created through organizing their commitment



towards participatory collaboration in thinking and performing politics. Organizing
participatory collaboration serves to create the space for negotiating language and thoughts
between equals, and thus establish value and spirit of activist groups. Nevertheless, the
ideological aspect of these political practices remains symptomatic to neoliberalism and the
mode of identification available to us in its horizon.

From within the broad coalition of Kuluna Watani, | have focused my study on two groups:
a grassroots movement focusing its efforts in Mount Lebanon, named LiHaqgi, and an
activist group based in Beirut, named LiBaladi. My fieldwork has prolonged over one year,
covering the elections period, and post-elections period where activists aimed to organize
and institutionalize their efforts. Throughout the course of my fieldwork | have become an
active member in one of these groups, engaging heavily in their daily activities, meetings,
discussions, and the thinking process entailed in this political practice. The methodology |
follow in my work is focused on three methods: (1) participant observation and engaging in
activist work; (2) in-depth interviews, whereby | conducted official interviews with a
number of activists from both groups; and (3) discourse and textual analysis, focusing on
presentations, speeches, and digital and print media material.
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Guy Debord, Comments on the Society of the Spectacle, Repr, Verso Classics (London: Verso, 1998).
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