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frames of Lebanon’s 2015 protests and their aftermath
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ABSTRACT
Lebanon’s century-old sectarian framework maintains a system of
governance through networks of clientelism and a commitment to
fostering co-existence through the patronage of political leaders.
Lebanon’s dire socio-economic conditions, coupled with long per-
iods of deadlock, renders formal opposition almost impossible.
However, looking at activism through the lens of social networks
paints a different picture of how movements, both in times of
mobilization and in during periods of abeyance, can create narra-
tives and fames that sustain a loosely organized informal political
opposition both on the streets and in the ballot box. This article
focuses on the protest movements that arose in Lebanon in 2015
as a reaction to a mounting garbage crisis known as the hirak (the
movement). The hirak is analyzed here as having passed through
three stages of mobilization: (1) mobilization during the protests
of summer 2015, (2) abeyance following September 2015, and (3)
its remobilization during the 2016 municipal elections. Analysis of
the second phase will provide evidence of how social networks
allowed the movement’s framing to survive by creating narratives
in abeyance when activists could deliberate and re-strategize. The
article contributes to the study of social movements in abeyance
as well as to the study of Arab countries that did not experience
mass uprisings. By focusing on frames in abeyance, the Lebanese
case helps expand the theoretical and practical framework of how
narratives substantiate frames and help connect the dots between
various episodes of mobilization.
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Social movements do not exist in a vacuum, nor do they emerge as self-contained
moments of sporadic mobilization. Political opportunities and interpersonal relations
shape the networks in which social movements are embedded and where movement
narratives are created (Tarrow, 2011). Social networks create frames that help a move-
ment mobilize support and affect the intensity and the scale of people’s participation
(Passy & Giugni, 2001). Social networks do not exist in vacuum either, but tend to
overlap and build on each other through common narratives and shared interests.
However, little is known about how narratives of particular networks can reproduce
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certain frames using new strategies and how these strategies can help movements
remobilize and gain momentum after abeyance.

Scholars have highlighted the significance of narratives and frames in mobilization, but
empirical examination of frame reproduction within a movement in abeyance is scarce.
Literature on social networks in abeyance has emphasized the role and structure of
interpersonal relations in maintaining the cohesion and continuity of social movements
(Taylor, 1989). However, the ability of social networks to build on and to recreate
movement frames is still not sufficiently theorized. Movement abeyance for the purpose
of this article refers to a period in time during which movements are characterized by
little or by no mobilization and the cessation of outreach (Meyers & Sawyers, 1999).
Frames are collective patterns of interpreting political realities used to legitimize claims
and mobilize support against certain realities (Rucht & Neidhardt, 2002). Narratives are
stories created by activists to interpret activities and experiences which substantiate
frames and help draw empathy and support from a wider audience (Olsen, 2014). This
article focuses on a protest movement that arose in Lebanon in 2015 as a reaction to the
government’s failure to find solutions to a garbage crisis following the closure of landfills;
the movement became known as the hirak (the movement).

The hirak can be conceptualized as having passed through three stages of mobilization:
(1) mobilization in the initial protests during the summer of 2015, (2) abeyance after
September 2015, and (3) remobilization during the 2016 municipal elections. Analysis of
the second phase – that of abeyance – will provide evidence of how the same social
networks that were active during mobilization, used certain narratives to recreate a frame
for the remobilization of the movement. This shows how narratives in abeyance helped
maintain and substantiate the framing of the movement as it shifted its mobilization
national issues to the local level.

The hirak succeeded in bringing together diverse networks using a framing of the
garbage crisis as a crisis of political corruption and of corrupt sectarian leaders. Although
the garbage crisis was also an environmental crisis, it was framed purely in political terms
and as such garnered support from anti-system and anti-sectarian activists in Lebanon
across a broad spectrum of networks. I argue that certain social networks within the hirak
used the period of abeyance to build a narrative that substantiated the movement’s
framing and succeeded to remobilize support, in time for the municipal elections. To
understand the aftermath of the social networks of the hirak, we need to study the
narratives that were used during the movement’s time in abeyance which allowed the
same framing to re-emerge. I refer to the notion of a narrative as an account or a story of
how different events and political opportunities are connected from the perspective of
activists. While frames and narratives can be employed simultaneously, this article
contends that frames make narratives more coherent by linking stories to a broader
discourse about a problem and a solution (Olsen, 2014). In the case of Lebanon the
movement’s strategy shifted from the streets to the ballot box but the overall framing of
the problem remained the same. To substantiate this frame, activists created narratives
that kept them together during abeyance.

Tracing narratives during movement abeyance allows us to understand how activists
connected the two episodes of mobilization and to identify the social networks behind
the movement. Due to the absence of formal organized political opposition in Lebanon,
social networks can spark episodes of mobilization and gain widespread support from
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citizens. This is evident in the diversity of social networks that joined the hirak and in
the subsequent political mobilization of those networks in support of Beirut Madinaty
(Beirut My City), a non-partisan electoral list for the 2016 municipal elections in Beirut.

This article will answer the following question: How can the narratives of social networks
in abeyance reproduce and substantiate themovement’s framing? In addressing this question,
I will explore an under-theorized aspect of how social networks that remain active in
abeyance can cause amovement to re-emerge at another political opportunity. Amovement’s
breakdown does not mean that these networks do not continue to operate in abeyance. I also
argue that the survival of social networks can be identified by tracing their narratives during a
period of abeyance and their subsequent framing during re-mobilization.

The main means of data collection for this research was participant observations of
protests, sit-ins, personal communications withmovement members, and secondarymedia
sources. The article is also based on interviews and informal discussions with 25 key actors
whose anonymity has been maintained. Consultations were conducted with 27 municipal
council members to gauge their perspectives on local level activism during the protests of
2015. The article is comprised of four sections. The first section explores existing literature
on social networks and the role of narratives and frames in abeyance and mobilization.
The second section analyzes the social networks that were the main mobilizers in the hirak
and how their framing of the garbage crisis mobilized protestors and was in turn met by
counter-narratives from the political elite. The third section focuses on how activists
utilized the period of abeyance to reproduce the movement’s framing and to remobilize
the movement using a new strategy. Finally, the article concludes that movement networks
utilize narratives in abeyance to reproduce a framing of the problem that can remobilize
support, albeit using different strategies and movement tactics.

Conceptualizing Lebanon’s social networks in mobilization and in
abeyance

There is a growing need to understand the role of social networks in political mobilization
and movement continuity, or discontinuity, across the Arab region. Hinnebusch (2015),
among others, calls for conceptual paradigms that look beyond moments of transition and
beyond the persistence of political systems in the Arab region. In the post-Arab Spring era,
it is imperative not to interpret periods of absence of political contention as a sign of the
popularity of regimes. Abeyance is a process or period of time in which social networks
manage to sustain themselves and their key members despite an unreceptive political
climate and which provides the structure of continuity from one stage of mobilization to
another (Taylor, 1989).

Formal and informal networks spread certain norms, mobilize segments of society,
and frame government policies in political terms even in moments of inaction
(Leenders & Heydemann, 2012). Social networks can play a significant role, not only
in challenging the core pillars of existing political systems – even in the absence of a
formal political opposition to the system – but also in raising the level of awareness and
participation of citizens through political activity such as protests. To unpack Lebanon’s
potential contribution to the study of movements in abeyance, this section provides a
review of the literature on the role of narratives in substantiating movement framing in
abeyance. I build on the work of Diani (1997) in looking at social networks not only as
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pre-existing linkages among actors, but also as a broader range of social capital ties that
are formed and constantly redefined during movement mobilization.

The political system in Lebanon structures political opportunities for mobilization and
provides what Della Porta and Tarrow (2005) define as constraints of institutionalized
politics. We can better understand the role of social networks by unpacking the politics of
clientelism and the institutionalized mechanisms of accommodation among sectarian
leaders. McAdam and his colleagues (2001) refer to ‘mechanisms’ that shape relationships
among authorities and contenders. In the case of Lebanon, these relationships are shaped
by sectarian power brokers who reinforce their grip over state institutions by employing a
repertoire of co-existence. Consequently the sectarian power-sharing system is very
difficult for activists to challenge and makes the hirak’s social networks – as well as
their aftermath – central anti-system actors.

Lebanese politicians historically employ a discursive commitment to sectarian repre-
sentation and the maintenance of a sectarian balance. The concept of co-existence (aish
moustarak) is used to claim that Lebanese communities could not co-exist without a system
of sectarian balance and that sectarian patrons (zu’ama) are the protectors of this co-
existence. The Lebanese Civil War, which lasted 15 years, only empowered the zu’ama
through the Ta’if Agreement and ushered in an amnesty law whereby former wartime
militia leaders morphed into politicians and Members of Parliament. Following the war,
Syrian troops that had entered Lebanon in 1976 remained, ushering in a period of tutelage
over Lebanon by the Assad regime that lasted until 2005.When the Syrians finally withdrew
their troops from Lebanon in 2005 their withdrawal split Lebanese political alliances into
two blocs, the March 8 politicians (pro-Syria), and the March 14 politicians (anti-Syria).
However, this polarization shields consensus and collusion among both alliances to main-
tain the pillars of power-sharing even in deadlock.

The very recognition, and livelihoods, of Lebanese citizens is predicated upon their
sectarian identities and as such citizen-state relations are overseen legally with sectarian
institutions acting as intermediaries. Social movements that cut across sectarian lines
are of limited influence in the lives of Lebanese citizens. Instead, an array of partisan
and politically financed associations limit the ability of citizens to rise against their
sectarian leaders. According to Cammett (2015), since independence, power-sharing
has entrenched a welfare regime based on sectarian organizations as the providers of
services. Citizens are only politically relevant to zu’ama so long as they show their
support and loyalty. All major political parties in Lebanon are of a homogenous
sectarian basis and serve as an extension of the power of zu’ama (El Khazen, 2003).

Against this backdrop, the concept of social networks in abeyance caries a two-fold
significance. First, it helps reveal continuity in social networks after the protests end by
exploring the narratives and organization of movements when the political climate is
inhospitable or oppressive (Valiente, 2015). Second, it emphasizes the role of social
networks in sustaining the movement’s identity and its leading figures even after the
movement has subsided or has stopped mobilizing (Holland & Cable, 2002). Existing
literature has identified that structures of social movements are embedded within larger
networks and are shaped by relationships between key actors in these networks (Diani,
2013). However, the role of these actors in recreating the framing of a movement by
employing certain narratives and using new strategies remains under-theorized and can
be explored when the movement is in abeyance (Taylor, 2000).
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The 2015 protest organizers and spokespersons framed the garbage crisis as the
outcome of a corrupt sectarian system. Networks of organizers created a framing
process that shaped the demands of the hirak and the strategy of blaming the crisis
on the system and its politicians. The seminal work by Benford and Snow (2000),
demonstrates that framing goes through discursive, strategic, and contested processes
which have consequences on the movement’s structure and outcome. While narratives
refer to contextual discursive elements that create a story of who the activists are and
what they want, frames here are about the broader conceptualization of the problem
and proposed approach to resolving it.

Narratives in abeyance constituted a discursive process that allowed Lebanese activists
to identify with and get to know each other enough to want to work again together and
bring the framing of the movement back to life. According to Gillan (2008) activists use
discursive activities and protests to create wider belief structures that critique certain
situations and propose solutions. The hirak had initiated a frame as part of a purposeful
strategy to critique and oppose the political system. Activists in abeyance continued to
believe that their framing was correct but sought to adapt their strategies to a changing
political situation. Subsequently, Beirut Madinaty brought back this frame of political
opposition but employed the strategy of running for elections. At present, the literature
on protest movements challenging the sectarian system in Lebanon has followed the
prevalent logic that movements exhibit certain beginnings and heightened periods of
mobilization which are followed by endings (Nagle, 2017). However, the hirak experience
shows flaws in this logic by providing evidence that social networks operate and maintain
frames while in abeyance.

The Lebanese experience builds on seminal work by Taylor (1989) about the American
women’s rights movement, by showing how networks of activists remain active in
abeyance. Taylor spearheaded the argument that movements contract and hibernate
but that they also retain their most dedicated members and those members devise new
strategies to address the external environment and its changing conditions. In her later
work Taylor (2000) argued that interactions between movement actors themselves – and
not only between actors and the political environment – can create opportunities for
movements to emerge. Recent research on the Spanish 15-M/Indignatos movement by
Flesher Fominaya (2015) has proven that the movement was not spontaneous, but was
built on a purposeful narrative that could mobilize its supporters.

Literature on movements in abeyance looks at three inter-related dimensions. First,
scholars have focused on the dimension of continuity in the overall structure and in the
purpose of the movement (Marullo & Meyer, 2004). Here feminist movements, possibly
because of their long-term objectives, are well understood to enter abeyance and to re-
emerge using different strategies (Sawyers & Meyer, 1999). Second, scholars have focused
on the dimension of continuity in terms of the membership and identity that shapes the
movement (Jasper, 1998). Abeyance is understood to give the movement’s organizers the
time and space to rethink their next steps (Polletta, 1999). Third, scholars have emphasized
the dimension of continuity of the movement’s narrative even when it enters abeyance and
when it faces a counter-narrative (Fantasia & Stepan-Norris, 2004). Taylor (1989) argues in
relation to this third dimension that narratives can survive from one period of mobilization
to the other, even when they face a political system that opposes such a narrative.
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Of these three prevalent dimensions in the literature, the focus on narratives during
abeyance is relevant to the hirak in three senses. The first issue is that within social networks
maintaining a shared narrative can indicate the survival of the movement’s framing. This
confirms that a shared narrative can substantiate a broader frame that can unite diverse
groups and create continuity. This broader frame survived even when the overall strategy of
the movement shifted from the streets to the ballot box. The second issue is that the choice of
a movement’s framing can create a hostile political environment but members of the move-
ment use narratives in abeyance to stay connected. The case of the hirak as a protest
movement on the street shows that hostile counter-narratives and demobilization do not
mean the end of a broader framing of the problem. This papers offers an added contribution
to this debate by showing that social networks can re-strategize to learn to confront hostility
while maintaining the same framing of the movement. Activists use discursive activities and
narratives to learn to deal with a hostile political environment. The third issue is that case of
the hirak also builds on the work of Diani (1997), which stresses the importance of protestors
identifying with the organizers and finding that they connect with how an issue is framed. In
the case of the hirak and Beirut Madinaty supporters identified with many of the same faces
and were able to connect this shift from protest to an electoral campaign because they
maintained a shared narrative in abeyance.

The hirak in mobilization

To explore the hirak in mobilization this section focuses on the framing that various
social networks within the movement converged upon. By exploring these networks we
conceptualize the hirak not as the result of a sporadic episode of action, but as a
product of deliberation and purposeful framing. This triggered counter-narratives by
politicians to demobilize the hirak and to dissuade protestors from joining. Three
features characterize the relationships of the networks within the hirak. Firstly, the
vast majority of activists knew each other and had had the chance to work together on
previous campaigns. According to one of the activists, ‘We had been holding meetings
informally since 2011 but we never expected that trash could be a trigger for mobilizing
citizens. We had failed to mobilize when parliament postponed elections in 2013 and
we were losing hope, but then trash came along and re-energized all of us’ (personal
communication with author, 15 April 2016). The second feature is that these networks
succeeded in inspiring local level movements in the face of the trash crisis in peripheral
areas in the North of Lebanon and the Bekaa. By local, I mean activists outside the
capital Beirut and who were focused on municipal level issues. Activists at the local level
protested landfills and incinerators in a series of ‘not in my back yard’ (NIMBY) style
campaigns and blamed politicians for health hazards caused by the garbage crisis.
According to municipal council members consulted in this study, the protests in
Beirut empowered citizens to mobilize at the local level. Thirdly, the activists generally
came from different political and socio-economic backgrounds. Interviews with activists
repeatedly showed that there was diversity, and even divergence on some core issues,
but they all viewed the garbage as a political crisis and sought to blame it on the
political system.

Mobilization occurred during a period of political deadlock in the summer of 2015.
Lebanon was experiencing a heat wave, electricity cuts, and water shortages, and was
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hosting approximately 1.5 million Syrian refugees, making it the country with the
highest number of refugees per capita in the world (ILO, 2016). Parliamentary elections
had been postponed twice and a presidential vacuum prevailed. In 2015, it was a hot,
expensive and frustrating time to be living in Beirut. The policy background to the
protests was shaped by the fact that the solid waste sector in Lebanon had lacked a clear
strategy since the end of the Civil War. Across Beirut trash had piled up as residents
close to the Naameh landfill protested and refused to allow garbage trucks into the area.

The Naameh landfill had been inaugurated in 1997 as a temporary solution for
garbage from Beirut and Mount Lebanon. The landfill, supposedly an interim solution,
was still in use almost two decades later. Social media reports began suggesting that
almost every household in Naameh had at least one victim of a type of cancer caused by
pollution from the landfill (Human Rights Watch, 2017). Local residents, aided by
activists and reporters, succeeded in forcing the closure of the landfill on July 17th, 2015.
Simultaneously, the contract of the private company that dealt with treatment of the
waste in the Greater Beirut Area (GBA), Sukleen, had expired. Waste remained in the
streets of Beirut and Mount Lebanon and accumulated to the point where mountains of
garbage in the streets were a common sight. The public’s mobilization and solidarity
with Naameh residents was expanded by the formation of a small group of activists
under the slogan of tul’it rihetkun (You Stink).

This transformation of a movement of disgruntled citizens from Naameh to the
capital, Beirut, was prompted by You Stink’s first protest on 25th July, 2015, which
marked the beginning of a series of protests that lasted until mid-October. The
organizers were quick to show solidarity with the Naameh protestors and also to
place the blame on the government and politicians. You Stink staged marches that
culminated at government offices and crowds threw bags of garbage over security
barricades into government premises. According to one of the activists, ‘We had to
make it clear that this was not an environmental issue: this was a failure of the entire
political class’ (personal communication with author, 12 January 2016). Immediately
thousands of people began rallying with You Stink as the movement resonated not only
with demands to clean the streets, but also to ‘clean’ the government of sectarian
leaders. Media labelled the protests ‘the movement’ (al-hirak) which grouped together
various networks that took to the street to blame politicians for the garbage crisis.

Besides the group of activists under the banner of You Stink, the hirak mobilized
various networks of activists that had been part of other movements. These activists can
be categorized as being part of three types of networks who had previously known each
other prior to the emergence of the hirak. The first were those actors who had led
previous civil society campaigns including the campaign to legalize civil marriage,
improving access for citizens with special needs as well as feminist collectives, secular
student clubs, and environmentalists. These individuals had either been part of civic
and political campaigns, such as the feminist bloc or secular student clubs, and were at
the forefront of many of the marches. This first category’s major contribution to the
narrative of the hirak was to underscore that Lebanon’s problems were the result of
political failure and that there was a need to get organized and confront the political
system. For activists within this civil society network, the hirak signified a moment of
intersectionality, where the garbage crisis represented the epitome of governmental
incompetence and of the primacy of private interests over public interests.
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A second network of actors originated from previous or existing leftist and communist
parties, were groups that shared a narrative of class inequality and economic grievance.
Activists within this network also saw the garbage crisis as a political failure which
discriminated against certain classes who had to bear the brunt of failed waste management
policies. These individuals included known spokespersons from the public school teachers
union and other anti-sectarian figureheads, who led the movement to improve salary scales
for civil servants. This network thus comprised more ‘seasoned’ or older activists who
considered the garbage issue as part of a class struggle between the right and the poor.

The third category was composed of actors within one of the hirak’s major networks
called ‘We Want Accountability’ (Badna Nhaseb); it comprised individuals from parties
historically close to the Syrian Socialists. Badna Nhaseb actors focused on the garbage crisis
as the political failure of imposed neo-liberal strategies of privatization that successive
governments had adopted after the Civil War. Their narrative was also anti-system and
sought to mobilize vulnerable and disenfranchised youth from around Beirut. Badna
Nhaseb and You Stink were the most active networks in the hirak and the main mobilizers
during the most violent periods of police crackdowns.

Although actors within these networks recognized their differences, they found that
it was strategically beneficial for them to join together. The groups maintained some
autonomy by using different slogans during the protests but were strategically united in
most statements to the press and in most of the hirak’s key actions. The hirak
purposefully framed the garbage crisis as an opportunity to confront and oppose the
sectarian system. After the initial success in mobilizing during the initial protests,
members from You Stink and Badna Nhaseb, as well as individuals from the other
loosely organized networks of activists, formed coordination committees, which met on
a regular basis and debated regarding their strategy and goals. The initial organizers’
approach, as well as the general mood of the protestors, reflected a particular framing
that can be divided into three sub-components.

The first was anti-system and was evident in chants calling to ‘bring down the
system’ (iskat al nizam) that were heard in the majority of marches. As one of the
activists explained, ‘Of course we knew that we cannot bring down the system in
Lebanon but figuratively we wanted to embarrass and hurt the politicians behind this
system’ (personal communication with author, 12 January 2016).

The second component was a belief that all politicians were equally responsible as
reflected in the slogan of ‘all means all’ (kellon yaaneh kellon) that was also a common
call during the marches. Blaming all of the political establishment positioned the
narrative of protestors as anti-system and anti-politicians. The accusation that all
politicians are equally responsible was met by staunch resistance from some groups
within the hirak who believed that this was not the case. A narrative that blamed all
politicians equally revealed some cracks within the social networks of the movement
whereby certain actors defended some politicians, claiming that ‘their’ politician could
not be blamed to the same extent as the others. Some groups fought openly over the
blaming of Hezbollah, headed by Hassan Nasrallah who holds the honorific title of
‘sayyed’ denoting descent from the Prophet Muhammad.

The third component of the narrative was demand-centric. It was the first time that
protestors opposing the sectarian state and sectarian politicians made outright, specific
and measurable demands, such as the call for the resignation of the Minister of
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Environment or the call for parliamentary elections. Despite potential schisms among
these networks, the movement’s framing was designed to encompass different grievances
ranging from socio-economic inequalities to the desire for overhauling sectarianism.

The choice framing of the crisis as political predicated that the general mood of the
hirak was not, for instance, to unite under demands to present solutions to waste
management in Lebanon. It was a clear ‘we’ versus ‘them’ collective action framing as
described by Gamson (1992) and others which revealed that people were not passive
about the actions of politicians and were willing to mobilize against them. Some actors
with a background in environmentalism had put forth a demand for recycling and that
municipalities should collect and treat waste locally, but the broader narrative of the hirak
was to confront politicians and hold them accountable. Eventually, this all-encompassing
framing contributed to the demobilization of the hirak. ‘By accusing all politicians and
the system, we made it easy for them to fight back and frame us as dangerous trouble
makers’, explained one of the protestors (personal communication with author,
10 January 2017).

The hirak’s confrontational narrative solicited a counter-narrative by political zu’ama
emanating from clientelism and power-sharing politics that allowed them to maintain
their grip on power. Politicians not only ignored demands by protestors but once again
gave Sukleen exclusivity over waste management in the Greater Beirut Area, while other
municipalities were forced to dump or burn solid waste. In response to anti-system
slogans and accusations of corruption, politicians united in portraying the protestors as a
danger to civil peace. The counter-narrative was conveyed as a threat that continued
mobilization would destabilize Lebanon’s security. The alibi of the maintenance of peace
was accompanied by live bullets and tear gas during one of the protests and on one day
more than 46 organizers of the movement were detained, rendering the movement
leaderless and creating fear among protesters (‘Clashes Break-out During Protests,’
2015). The more the hirak organizers insisted on ‘all means all’ the more they were
met by a counter-narrative that sought to maintain the status quo.

Counter-narratives allowed government officials to play the role of the hero of the hour.
‘Citizens began to feel that political leaders were taking the matter seriously and this is what
happened to us at the height of the garbage crisis,’ explained one environmental expert
(personal communication with author, 12 January 2017). The counter-narrative also
created schisms and confusion among the social networks of the hirak. Disagreements
over what it meant for the garbage crisis to be a political issue began to emerge. Suddenly
calls for action against the sectarian system were void of meaning because the organizers
were unable to provide concrete answers about their demands.

As time passed, the movement could not withstand the external pressures and counter-
narratives the hirak was subjected to. But despite gradual demobilization at the central level
in Beirut, local activists in small villages outside of the capital, particularly in Akkar, Chouf
and Bekaa, continued to refuse landfills and incinerators. Local activists shared loose ties
and channels of information with Beirut-based coordination committees. In a discussion
with Akkar-based protestors, one organizer explained that the boldness of the Beirut-based
movement gave them courage at the local level. Empowered by themassmobilization in the
capital, local activists framed the NIMBY issue as one of corruption. This transference of
the framing from the central and the national to the local level was also a result of
purposeful organizing by social networks in peripheral areas.
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The slogan of ‘all means all’ brought together networks across Lebanon who saw the
garbage crisis as a political crisis. But the hirak networks were stuck in a tug of war over
their framing and counter-narratives which eventually showed the protestors as too
aggressive and threatening. Druze leader Walid Jumblat’s Progressive Socialist Party
accused You Stink of attempting ‘to topple what is left of the institutions and the
government, which would shake and endanger stability and civil peace’ (‘PSP
Withdraws from You Reek Protest’, 2015). Politicians claimed that demands for radical
change would lead to the breakdown of the state and could turn Lebanon into another
battleground like Syria. Ministers also claimed that the protest movements were harming
tourism and damaging the economy. In doing so, politicians discouraged their supporters
from taking part in the protests.

Three years on, citizens can still smell garbage being burnt in the evenings in towns
and villages outside Beirut. At the onset, one can consider the 2015 protests as failed
attempts in an increasingly centralized and corrupt system. Given the overlapping
interests and the political economy of waste management in Lebanon, the protests
ended without impacting policy. However, as the hirak entered abeyance, its impact on
the local level would create the impetus needed for its networks to convene in abeyance
and to carry on an anti-system framing, albeit in the future they would use the
municipal elections as an opportunity to oppose the political elite.

The hirak in abeyance: localizing the narrative

The demobilization of the hirak as a protest movement coincided with a return to the
policy status quo of waste management. However, between 2015 and 2016, the social
networks recreated the movement’s framing using a narrative born out of the hirak and
sought to confront political elite through an electoral campaign called Beirut Madinaty.
Evidence that similar social networks supported the creation and launch of Beirut
Madinaty lies in the fact that figureheads from You Stink, Badna Nhaseb, civil society
activists, and other intellectuals who came out in open support of the campaign were
largely the same as those who led and backed up the hirak.

The experience of mobilizing and creating a narrative during the hirak allowed these
networks to experience what Diani (1997) refers to as social capital ties that are formed
and constantly redefined during a movement’s mobilization. The social networks within
the core of the hirak became broader and more dynamic than the pre-existing linkages
among figureheads in the hirak – the movement was consolidating its internal relation-
ships, moving beyond the linkages between the leaders. The result of these networks at
the local level and continued mobilization against garbage dumping in the Bekaa and
Akkar caught the attention of some of the main actors in the hirak and resulted in a
campaign that brought together members from all three former networks together again,
along with academicians and experts who had knowledge of local governance. Beirut
Madinaty was the result of deliberation among members who had formed social capital
ties during the initial mobilization of the hirak. These networks created a narrative in
abeyance that helped them to connect the dots, interpret elections as an opportunity to
remobilize, and stress the relevance of the original framing of corruption and failure of
the political class.
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The social networks that originally joined forces during the hirak were key in
mobilizing support for the narrative in abeyance that created Beirut Madianty.
According to one of the activists, ‘At first we just took a break but then we started
meeting again and deliberating what needed to be done’ (personal communication with
author, 15 July 2016). The social networks that met between 2015 and 2016 used a
narrative which considered that street action alone was not enough to create a vehicle
for change. The period of abeyance allowed groups to reassess their strategies while
creating a narrative about the importance of sustaining political opposition. Similar to
Taylor’s (1989) findings when the hirak entered abeyance it was able to retain its most
committed members who succeeded in a narrative maintaining the need for an anti-
system movement. It is in this period that both closed and open discussions were held
to assess the contribution made by the hirak to informal networks of opposition to the
sectarian power-sharing system in Lebanon. ‘Under the pressure of ongoing protest
mobilization, it was difficult to sit together and discuss, but as soon as things calmed
down we transformed our disappointments into a discussion about what could be done
to continue confronting this garbage of a political class,’ explained one of the activists
(personal communication with author, 5 August 2016).

During this phase of deliberation and planning, the evolution of the narrative of
Beirut Madinaty passed through three stages that built on the experience of protesting
and of facing counter-narratives. In the autumn of 2015, once the protests demobilized,
a handful of activists began meeting to assess the experience. ‘We were mainly con-
cerned about keeping some sort of momentum, but we knew we could no longer go to
the streets to mobilize people,’ explained one of the activists (personal communication
with author, 10 August 2016). Many of the early founders had taken to the streets and
had been shot at or tear-gassed and they continued to view the garbage situation as a
political crisis. Early on Beirut Madinaty founders sought to build a movement that
could address issues at the local level, through the municipality. In localizing this
narrative, the founders of Beirut Madinaty remained confrontational towards the
political elite but made their goals more concrete. Deliberations shifted the focus
from broad national demands to the municipal level. ‘Agreeing to [run in order to]
take over the municipality of Beirut was almost instant and everyone jumped to the
idea,’ explained one of the activists (personal communication with author,
10 November 2016). The idea that ‘all means all’ and that all were to blame for the
garbage crisis was maintained among the hirak but the strategy of overhauling the ‘all’
was now to focus on the ballot box and not the streets. This allowed the movement to
reach out and include new networks of academics and experts with knowledge of the
role of municipalities in local issues, including waste management, this was done
through a narrative formed during abeyance.

The second phase was based on analysis of how the hirak had been unable to
formulate concrete solutions to the garbage crisis. Expecting that politicians would
use counter-narratives to demobilize the public, Beirut Madinaty founders made a
concerted effort to provide solutions and to rally around a more hopeful approach.
This narrative of wanting to create hope was seen as allowing activists to present
themselves as competent replacements for political elite. This time the critique of the
political system and of zu’ama politics was accompanied by showcasing new faces that
were capable of better governance at the municipal level.
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During the second phase, the Beirut Madinaty founders made the decision to run on
a closed list of 24 candidates, with no alliances, and doing so made a statement that all
the parties were to blame for the crisis of politics and waste management. ‘To be taken
seriously, we had to fill all seats with experts, artists, activists that people could believe
would do a good job in the municipality,’ (personal communication with author,
12 November 2016). In so doing, Beirut Madinaty was building on the framing of the
garbage crisis as a failure of governance and sought to express opposition by trying to
the oust political elite through the elections. The organizers contended that they could
not simply bring down the sectarian system, but that they could build a movement that
would allow people to vote and stand against the system.

Beirut Madinaty was the first electoral list to run for all seats of Beirut’s municipality.
This was both significant and historic as political parties in Lebanon typically nominate
candidates and form lists, in many cases even with their opponents, in order to secure
the maximum number of voters. It is very common that competing parties form joint
lists and agree on sharing power post-election. Beirut Madinaty’s list distinguished itself
by being completely independent and offered an evidence-based political program that
had waste management in Beirut as its top priority. Candidates were activists with a
history working on the city’s development, heritage, and infrastructure. They appeared
on television and social media claiming that politicians had failed at creating a solution
for trash in the city of Beirut and that it was time for citizens to vote for an alternative.
This affiliation with the hirak’s experience allowed Beirut Madinaty to use a framing of
continuation of contentious politics and using the ballot box as a strategy.

Juxtaposed to images of garbage and injured protestors, Beirut Madinaty was hopeful
and dynamic and offered voters a potential for improvement. As a reaction, politicians
from March 8 and March 14 formed one united list against Beirut Madinaty. Under the
majoritarian electoral law, Beirut Madinaty won no seats but 30% of the voters and formed
a strong voice of opposition. This meant that a new, independent list, had managed to take
30% of the votes from traditional political parties who had formed one joint list with the
aim of gaining a sweeping victory. With different goals and a different strategy the
organizers of Beirut Madinaty’s founders utilized the hirak as part of their framing.

The third stage of the narrative in the campaign was the continuation of opposition
to the political elite by challenging them through the elections. Beirut Madinaty
received overwhelming support from NGO activists, leftist parties, and members of
Badna Nhaseb and You Stink, signalling a remobilization of these social networks. The
winning of 30% of seats by an independent list was unprecedented and was met by
optimism among networks of activists. Beirut Madinaty then entered its own period of
abeyance following the electoral mobilization, but maintained its efforts at trying to
institutionalize its work. Members of the campaign divided themselves between com-
mittee work on elections, shadow municipality, and neighbourhood groups and sought
to continue putting pressure on the newly elected municipality members.

Unions in Lebanon have historically been dominated by political parties that use
union elections to reinforce their popularity through sectarian appeals. Unions and
syndicates are extensions of the networks of clientelism by the political elite who use
internal elections as means of conferring benefits and neutralizing union mobilization.
A group of activists, architects and engineers from Beirut Madinaty, building on the
campaign’s narrative, saw an opportunity to compete in the elections of the Order for
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Engineers and Architects. The Order plays a key role, not only as the representative
body of the professions, but as a major actor in policy-making on urban development in
Beirut. Beirut Madinaty members saw in the Order’s elections an opportunity to extend
their framing and commitment to local policy development.

The campaign was named ‘My Union’ (Naqabati) and rallied support from social
networks within Beirut Madinaty as well as networks and figures from the hirak. One of
the founders of Naqabati recounts that, ‘It was so easy and instinctive to get people to
support us in this election, all we had to say was that the Order was an extension of our
work and expertise at the municipal level and everyone was convinced’ (personal
communication with author, 13 July 2017). Volunteers in the Naqabati campaign
again emerged from the three social networks of the hirak that had also supported
Beirut Madinaty. The framing of the movement as offering solutions and concrete plans
for improving the work of the Order was new to union elections in Lebanon. Beirut
Madinaty backed a list and a candidate for the Head of the Order of Engineers and
Architects. As in the municipal elections, Naqabati did not ally itself with any political
parties and was confronted by an alignment of lists that were backed up by competing
political parties. The Naqabati list received 40% of the votes and the Naqabati candidate
won the position of the Head of the Order. Once again many Naqabati volunteers and
organizers were key hirak figures and Beirut Madinaty founders.

In many ways, the experience of the hirak in mobilization and in abeyance displays a
continuity of networks, but also of narratives in abeyance that allowed the framing to
survive periods of demobilization. Literature on social networks tells us that movements
can survive in abeyance, but we do not know enough about how narratives can reproduce
frames in abeyance. For a country like Lebanon, where organized opposition against the
sectarian system is difficult, social networks and narratives can reveal a great deal about
contentious movements. From the hirak’s early days, to Beirut Madinaty’s results, to
Naqabati, the framing of blaming politicians through ‘all means all’ confrontation of
political elite displays continuity in mobilization. The framing also survived as it moved
from national issues to more localized issues at the municipal and union levels.

Conclusion: the legacy of frames

Lebanon’s century-old sectarian clientelistic system dominates the possibility of punctuat-
ing a path dependence on sectarianism. But looking at activism through the lens of social
networks paints a different picture of how movements, both in mobilization and in
abeyance, can create narratives that substantiate the framing of political opposition both
on the streets and in the ballot box. As Fominaya (2015) wrote, the search for ‘newness’ is
important, but it should not erase the history and agency of the social movements and
activists that have gone before. This article has sought to show that the study of networks
and narratives in abeyance requires an exercise in connecting the dots from movements to
campaigns that may indeed seem at the onset to be new, or spontaneous.

By empirically presenting how framing the hirak was localized to feed into a
campaign to take over the Beirut municipality, I argued in line with the literature on
abeyance that this period need not mean inaction, even though it may be a period of a
lack of mobilization. The case of Lebanon advances an exploration of an under-
theorized aspect of social networks that remain active in abeyance thereby allowing a
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movement to re-emerge at another political opportunity. The case study of the hirak
shows that social networks can reproduce frames through narrative creation and
deliberation in abeyance. One movement’s breakdown does not mean that these net-
works do not continue to operate in abeyance.

Masked by the absence of formal opposition through political parties, the sectarian
system in Lebanon may appear unhinged. But studying how narratives encourage anti-
system mobilization – weather through the streets or the ballot box – shows that
opposition to this system is widespread among some social networks. Narratives in
abeyance tell the story of how and why activists come together to challenge the system
and allow frames to survive in times of demobilization.

The theoretical legacy of the hirak is its contribution to advancing the study of how
networks can reproduce the framing of a movement using new strategies. Beyond the
case of Lebanon, these insights are of relevance to other Arab countries that did not
undergo mass uprisings in 2011 as well as other countries with ethno-nationalist power-
sharing systems, where formal opposition is difficult for people to mobilize around.
Under constraining institutional structures contentious politics should not be interpreted
as sporadic and disorganized. Indeed, the mere task of connecting the dots among
networks and narratives may be a task that results in framing political contention against
a backdrop where politicians are invested in counter-narratives that frame protestors as
threats and frame themselves as saviors.
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