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Co-optation, Counter-Narratives, and Repression:
Protesting Lebanon’s Sectarian
Power-Sharing Regime

Carmen Geha

This article focuses on how the Lebanese government and political establish-
ment reacted to two waves of protest movements that used slogans decrying the
country’s sectarian system of government. Much of the literature on Lebanon’s
power-sharing regime has focused on internal schisms and the challenges of mo-
bilization against it, but little has been done to understand how it responds to
anti-sectarian mobilization. I argue that the government and sectarian estab-
lishment employ co-optation, counter-narratives, and repression to demobilize
protests that challenge the core pillars of sectarian representation.

The 2011 Arab uprisings have had, and continue to have, a profound effect on politics in
the Middle East and North Africa. There has since been increased interest in protest move-
ments, the ways that some regimes fell, and causes of excessive violence in countries like
Yemen and Syria.' Looking back at 2011 and the events that followed offers an opportunity
to study how regimes in the region interacted with protesters and with protest movements.
This article examines how Lebanon’s sectarian power-sharing regime reacted to two waves
of anti-sectarian movements that emerged in 2011 and again in 2015. Although Lebanon
did not undergo an uprising similar to those that ousted dictators in other countries, it did not
escape the contagion effect of the anti-regime protests that began in 2011.

The literature on Lebanon has largely explored the challenges of reform and or-
ganizing for change within the sectarian power-sharing system. Some scholars, such as
Tamirace Fakhoury, have highlighted the challenges that protest organizers are faced
with in trying to find an alternative to a sectarian or confessional Lebanon.? Meanwhile
Bassel Salloukh looked at Lebanon as the battlefield for warring regional camps, tak-
ing a more geopolitical approach to analyzing political mobilization in the country.?
However the more practical mechanisms that the Lebanese power-sharing regime used
to react to these protest movements remain undertheorized. This article proposes a
framework that focuses on these mechanisms. We do know, from Ziad Abu-Rish for
|
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instance, that anti-sectarian protesters face a multiplicity of challenges in Lebanon,*
and we know in hindsight that both waves of protests in 2011 and 2015 did not succeed
in reforming the political system. While this article recognizes that protest movements
can face their own demise due to internal cleavages or changes in political structures,
as highlighted by Theda Skocpol and others,’ the focus here is on challenges and con-
straints emanating from the political system.

The principal burden of this article is to make a theoretical contribution to the
understanding of how power-sharing systems interact with protest movements. Exist-
ing literature by Steven Heydemann and Reinoud Leenders, among others, shows how
authoritarian regimes use strategies like repression to demobilize contentious move-
ments and to maintain regime continuity.® But we still have insufficient analysis of
how ethno-nationalist power-sharing systems can, like authoritarian regimes, employ
co-optation, counter-narratives, and repression as mechanisms to address protest move-
ments. Comparatively exploring the promises and perils of power-sharing systems is
a burgeoning field of study, and the case of Lebanon is instructive in explaining how
power-sharing operates in the face of contentious protest movements.

The two waves of anti-sectarian protests in Lebanon in 2011 and 2015 reveal the
regime’s capacity to diffuse protests using co-optation, counter-narratives, and violent
repression. This capacity to diffuse anti-regime protest movements can be explained by
looking at the continuity of the core pillars of a sectarian power-sharing system.

When protests broke out in 2011 and 2015, Lebanese politicians were able to
use existing power-sharing institutions to apply mechanisms that contributed to the
protests’ demobilization. An understanding of these mechanisms can go a long way in
broadening our analysis of protest movements in nondemocratic environments, with
implications for other countries in the Middle East, including Saudi Arabia, where Shi‘i
leaders play a key role in co-opting local, youth-led Shi‘i protests;’ Jordan, where the
monarchy uses its political capital to negotiate with those demanding reform;® or Al-
geria, where the state employs counter-narratives to maintain a militaristic grip over
public institutions.’ The implications are also theoretically relevant to political systems
outside the Arab world that have durable institutions and that resist demands by protest-
ers for political change, including China and Iran.

This article is organized as follows: The first section situates the case of Lebanon
within a broader discussion of power-sharing and explains its historical background.
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The second section aims at operationalizing and defining co-optation, counter-narra-
tives, and repression as they relate to this case. The third section presents case studies
of the two protest movements by identifying the main actors and events that shaped
these protests. The fourth section analyzes the mechanisms of co-optation, counter-
narratives, and repression as employed by Lebanese authorities. Finally the article
concludes with the theoretical implications of studying how sectarian power-sharing
interacts with demands for change and identifies key questions for future research.

OVERVIEW OF LEBANESE-STYLE POWER-SHARING

Power-sharing as a system of governance is designed to create incentives for
competing political alliances to work together and to agree on the sharing of executive
and legislative offices. The literature on political power-sharing, especially in divided
societies or post-conflict polities, is widely deliberated within two broad streams of
analysis: representational outcomes and violence mitigation.

The first stream focuses on the extent to which power-sharing can lead to
liberal or corporate consociationalism along with varying degrees of free elections
and minority representation.!® Works that have favorable views of power-sharing
claim that proportional representation within a power-sharing system enhances
democratic governance.!' But more critical studies seek to refute this claim by
showcasing how power-sharing, in fact, exacerbates elite bargaining and can al-
low stakeholders to entrench their power at the expense of representing minority
demographics.?

The second stream of literature focuses on whether ethno-nationalist power-
sharing systems can mitigate violent conflict. Such works identify power-sharing as
a way to achieve a pragmatic political agreement among divided parties and high-
light relative successes in countries like South Africa and Northern Ireland.”® On the
|
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other hand critics focusing on cases such as Burundi, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and the
Democratic Republic of the Congo have long argued that power-sharing often fails
to prevent internal conflict.!

Within these streams of literature Lebanon has been a salient case study. Scholars
writing on Lebanon have highlighted its form of political sectarianism as distinguishing
it from other modes of power-sharing and consociationalism. For example, according
to a paper by Melani Cammett and Sukriti Issar, Lebanon’s institutionalized sectarian-
ism is reinforced through an intricate web of clientelistic networks.'* Rosita Di Peri, on
the other hand, looked at the institutionalization of sectarian representation as a prag-
matic form of the politics of accommodation among larger Lebanese communities. '
Hardly unique among cases of power-sharing, Lebanon’s institutionalized sectarianism
has been criticized for entrenching clientelism, for example by Daniel Corstange.!”
Others, including Salloukh, have claimed that power-sharing has helped in preventing
a civil war even though prospects for reforming the system remain grim.'® Most recent
studies on mass protests in Lebanon, like that of Hannes Baumann, highlight how these
protests pose a challenge to sectarian cartels while they are simultaneously undermined
by the sectarian characteristics of the political economy and welfare system.!” Recog-
nizing that the Lebanese political system since the 1989 Ta’if Agreement has evaded
reform, scholars like Stephan Rosiny have still portrayed it as a blueprint for other
divided societies in the region.”” Are Knudsen also contended that Lebanon has not
undertaken much-needed political and economic reforms in its recent history and that
the current regime caters to sectarian interests and not national goals.? Increasingly,
however, Lebanon’s model is seen as resilient, and it is being reconceptualized away
from traditional notions of being a weak state.?
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A sizeable number of Lebanon’s overall population took to the streets in 2015
to demand an end to their country’s regime, not unlike the large numbers of Tunisians
and Egyptians who demonstrated a few years earlier. Yet the Lebanese government was
able to respond to these protests in a way that Tunisia and Egypt’s regimes could not.
This article argues, in line with John Nagle,? that this ablity to respond was due to the
fact that the sectarian nature of Lebanon’s government renders non-sectarian move-
ments as either invisible or marginal. This section shows that power-sharing institutions
facilitated mechanisms of interacting with protests that contributed very effectively to
demobilize them. To understand these interactions it helps to explain the history and
evolution of the Lebanese political system.

The Ottoman Empire and French mandate laid the foundation for the power-shar-
ing agreement established in Lebanon’s 1926 constitution. In 1861 communal violence
between Druzes and Christians prompted the Ottoman Empire to issue the Organic Regu-
lation (Reglement organique),* which transformed Mount Lebanon into an autonomous
district known as the mutasarrifiyya, governed by institutions based on power-sharing
among Christians, Druzes, and Muslims under an Ottoman-European consortium.? The
system was further enshrined in the 1926 constitution, which guaranteed equal repre-
sentation for sectarian communities in public posts. Lebanon’s independence from the
French in 1943 brought about the National Pact, an unwritten agreement to share power
that lasted until the eruption of civil war in 1975.% The National Pact enshrined the con-
sociational principles of segmental proportionality of representation of sectarian groups
in government and segmental autonomy to guarantee the rights of sectarian groups to
conduct their own religious, educational, and cultural affairs.?’

The outbreak of the Lebanese Civil War was caused by increased polarization
over Lebanon’s stance toward the Palestinian cause, which was exacerbated by the
1969 Cairo Agreement that allowed armed Palestinian groups to operate in the country.
The foundations of power-sharing and the foreign backing that sectarian leaders en-
joyed allowed them to forge their own international ties and secure sufficient resources
to lead proxy wars in Lebanon. But the civil war became increasingly sectarian and
witnessed battles between confessional factions. This led to a complete breakdown of
state institutions and 15 years of fighting, wherein 150,000 perished and approximately
twice as many were wounded or disabled.”

On October 22, 1989, Lebanese deputies met in the city of Ta’if in Saudi Arabia
and reached an agreement to end the war. The resulting treaty was known as the Ta’if

Agreement or the National Accord Document (Wathigat al-wifaq al-watani) and rep-
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resented the outcome of political negotiations among the Lebanese factions, supported
by the Syrian government and the international community.” Although Ta’if was sup-
posed to eventually lead to a transition away from sectarian power-sharing, the end of
the war entrenched the system in practice and turned former warlords into politicians,
ministers, and members of parliament. This era was also was characterized by what has
been called a Pax Syriana, referring to the country being under Syria’s military and po-
litical “tutelage” and the acquiescence of the Maronite president, Sunni prime minister,
and Shi‘i parliamentary speaker — known as the Troika. The government of Syrian
president Hafiz al-Asad tampered with election results to ensure Lebanon’s legislature
had a pro-Syrian majority, violently suppressed any opposition, and controlled public
resources for almost three decades.*

Popular protests in the spring of 2005, which became known as the Cedar Revo-
lution, precipitated the withdrawal of Syrian troops from Lebanon. They marked the
start of a polarized politics between the March 8 Alliance and the March 14 Alliance
— named after the dates in 2005 of the largest demonstrations for and against, respec-
tively, continued Syrian tutelage. Despite this polarization and long periods of political
deadlock, the power-sharing agreement remained intact in contravention of the Ta’if
Agreement’s recommendations for the abolition of sectarian representation, the decen-
tralization of public administration, and the reform of the electoral system.

At present Lebanon’s political system shows resilience, despite the divisive crisis
in Syria and the strain that the massive influx of Syrian refugees to Lebanon has put
on the country’s already fragile infrastructure. The period following the outbreak of
the 2011 crisis in Syria was marked by three postponements of parliamentary elections
and a presidential vacuum that lasted for over two years. Here too, the institutions of
power-sharing maintained a continuity that allowed the state to withstand the refugee
crisis and other shocks from the war in Syria.*!

This historical overview reveals three important notions of continuity embedded in
political sectarianism and in power-sharing institutions. First, a political commitment to
the “common coexistence” (al- ‘aysh al-mushtarak) of confessional groups (referred to
in the Ta’if Agreement as “spiritual families™) is maintained by representation with the
sect as the unit of belonging.*? This empowers political leaders (zu ‘ama) to act on behalf
of their communities, even through para-public informal institutions such as the ongoing
national dialogue.** Any change to the existing sectarian model of representation is con-

29. Samir Makdisi, The Lessons of Lebanon: The Economics of War (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2004),
32; Paul Salem, “Framing Post-War Lebanon: Perspectives on the Constitution and the Structure of
Power,” Mediterranean Politics 3, no. 1 (1998): 13-26. doi:10.1080/13629399808414638.

30. See Raymond Hinnebusch, “Pax-Syriana? The Origins, Causes and Consequences of Syria’s
Role in Lebanon,” Mediterranean Politics 3, no. 1 (1998): 137-60.

31. Waleed Hazbun, “The Politics of Insecurity in the Arab World: A View from Beirut,” PS 50, no.
3 (July 2017): 656, doi:10.1017/S1049096517000336.

32. For text of the agreement see the website of the United Nations Permanent Missions, www.
un.int/lebanon/sites/www.un.int/files/Lebanon/the_taif_agreement_english_version_.pdf.

33. In Lebanon leaders of sectarian factions have historically held off-the-record meetings under the
label “national dialogue” (hiwar watani) to foster consensus-building on issues of strategic concern. For
more see Martin Wihlisch, “The Lebanese National Dialogue: Past and Present Experience of Consen-
sus-Building,” Berghof Foundation, National Dialogue Handbook case study (Mar. 2017). www.berghof-
foundation.org/fileadmin/redaktion/Publications/Other_Resources/NationalDialogue/NDH_Lebanon.pdf.
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sidered a threat to national coexistence. Second, though the power-sharing regime con-
stantly jeopardizes state institutions and constitutional deadlines, politicians are hailed for
maintaining “stability” (istigrar). This provides them with credibility and secures them
in positions of power. Third, secrecy and para-public dialogue among sectarian leaders
constitute the main vehicles consensus is reached through. Lebanon’s model reinforces
the institutions of power-sharing through a focus on sectarian representation and the in-
terests of zu ‘ama in maintaining this system. These notions have created power-sharing
institutions that empower political leaders to employ co-optation, counter-narratives, and
repression whenever protests demand anti-regime or anti-sectarianism reforms.

OPERATIONALIZING CO-OPTATION,
COUNTER-NARRATIVES, AND REPRESSION

The two waves of protest movements in Lebanon were episodes in which protest-
ers framed their grievances as stemming from the sectarian regime. This section defines
the mechanisms that political elites used to counter these anti-regime demands.

Co-optation refers not only to the government’s capacity to make concessions
but also to its capacity to claim protest demands as its own. Salloukh and Janine Clark
argued that the co-optation of civil society by Lebanese sectarian elites is based in part
on an elite penetration and engineering of anti- or cross-sectarian institutions, which
ultimately reinforce the salience of religious identities.** Movements that cut across
sectarian cleavages can threaten “the moral order of power-sharing and in consequence
receive censure for doing so.”* They are thus co-opted before they can threaten this
system. I define co-optation in this dual sense by building on a seminal work by Philip
Selznick that defines co-optation as “the process of absorbing new elements into the
leadership or policy determining structure of an organization as a means of averting
threats to its stability or existence.”*

Co-optation has been practiced in political systems ranging from China to Egypt,
Tunisia, and beyond and has three common applications. First, co-optation can be un-
dertaken by authoritarian systems to halt mass mobilization or political opposition that
could threaten the regime’s stability and survival. Second, co-optation can be a means
of negotiating agreements with protesters or civil society leaders through partially ac-
commodating their demands. Finally, co-optation can be a long-term strategy of “buy-
ing out” citizens through the distribution of wealth and benefits.*’

The second mechanism discussed here is the use of counter-narratives by politi-
cians to discredit or delegitimize protesters. Providing counter-narratives is one way
in which incumbent regimes frame their reactions to demands by protesters. Protest
organizers and spokespeople, consciously or unconsciously, create narratives that

mobilize people to join their movements, even in the face of political risk and ambi-
|
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guity.® Framing a movement’s demands and strategies can be key to articulating its
interests. In this case Lebanese protesters had initiated a narrative not solely on the
basis of the protest events themselves but on a demand to change the sectarian regime.
In order to counter the appeal of that narrative, politicians claimed that the protesters
could threaten the stability of the state.

The final mechanism in this case is the repression of protests in Lebanon, either
through outright violence or through the threat of violence. Repression occurs when op-
ponents of a movement try to physically silence its supporters using police violence, infil-
trate the movement with violent individuals, or cause economic or personal harm through
threats to participants’ employment or mass arrests. These tactics have a long history in
the Arab world. The repression of civil society and protests before 2011 fit a pattern of
state-led activities designed to silence local opposition. Frequent arrests of human rights
activists in Bahrain were intended to ensure the stability of the monarchy despite social
upheaval. In Egypt the Kefaya movement (from an Arabic word meaning “enough”) suf-
fered violent police attacks that eventually led to its demise.* The literature on nonviolent
struggles is filled with analysis of how violence is a major hindrance to mass mobiliza-
tion.* In the case of Lebanon, during the three decades of Syrian tutelage, assassinations,
physical violence, targeted arrests, and crackdowns on protests were common practice.
Lebanon’s government before 2005 was very similar to that of an authoritarian regime
employing government intelligence agencies (mukhabarat) to crack down on protest or-
ganizers and intimidate freedom of the press.

ANTI-REGIME PROTEST MOVEMENTS?

Parallel to the evolution of the power-sharing system, there has also been an evo-
lution of the role of civil society in Lebanon. These movements draw their importance
from the fact that the Lebanese constitution refers to “spiritual families” as the basis for
identity and indicates kinship as the basis for representation.*! As such non-sectarian
civil society movements are often opposed to the status quo and seek to reform the sec-
tarian power-sharing regime. After the Syrian withdrawal in 2005, there was a rise in a
number of new nongovernmental organizations with political demands, such as greater
representation and transparent governance.*” However there have been few instances of
mass mobilization through protest movements. The two protest movements described
in this section were exceptions to this norm and were successful in mobilizing citizens
from all over Lebanon using an anti-sectarian discourse.

38. See Francesca Polletta, “Contending Stories: Narrative in Social Movements,” Qualitative
Sociology 21, no. 4 (Dec. 1998): 419-46. doi:10.1023/A:1023332410633.

39. Killian Clarke, “Saying ‘Enough’: Authoritarianism and Egypt’s Kefaya Movement,’
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40. See Maria J. Stephan and Erica Chenoweth, “Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic
Logic of Nonviolent Conflict,” International Security 33, no. 1 (Summer 2008): 7—44. doi:10.1162/
isec.2008.33.1.7.

41. See Article 22. The full Arabic text can be viewed on the Lebanese Parliament website at www.
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ISOAT AL-NizAM AL-TA’IFI:
BRINGING DOWN THE SECTARIAN REGIME IN 201 1

In February 2011 protesters in Lebanon, inspired by the uprisings in Tunisia
and Egypt, tried to use the momentum from those protests to mobilize demonstrations
against the country’s sectarian system of government.* The movement largely escaped
international media and academic attention, and some attributed its failure to the insur-
mountable challenge posed by the nexus between clientelism and sectarian identities
in Lebanon.* Protesters explicitly drew from the model of Tunisia and Egypt, turning
the chant al-sha ‘b yurid isqat al-nizam (“the people want to bring down the regime”)
into the slogan al-sha ‘b yurid isqat al-nizam al-ta’ifi (“the people want to bring down
the sectarian regime”).* The movement organizers chanted slogans calling for the end
of the regime “and its symbols” (wa-rumuzih), referring to powerful political leaders
who were not actually part of formal state institutions, including Samir Geagea, head
of the Lebanese Forces, a powerful Christian party, and Hasan Nasrallah, the secretary-
general of the powerful Shi‘i party Hizbullah (literally, “the party of God”). Protest
organizers did not initially call for the resignation of all political leaders but had a list
of very specific reforms that they believed could free Lebanon from the system of sec-
tarian representation.* They quickly developed slogans revolving around toppling the
system because they believed that mere demands for reform would remain unheeded.
The organizers identified themselves as a movement to gather people and create large-
scale public pressure for drastic political change. One activist explained her motivation:
“If they could do it in a police state like Egypt, why can’t we do it here?”’*” Activists
within these series of protests in 2011 admitted being inspired by, even jealous of, their
Tunisian and Egyptian counterparts mainly because they considered a system of gov-
ernance with one clear dictator easier to focus protests on. According to one protester
at the time, “we will probably fail because in Lebanon there is no one person to bring
down or a regime head to topple, there is an entire political establishment.”*

The movement held its first demonstration on February 27, 2011. The organizers’
strategy was to allow protests to happen spontaneously. Those who began mobilizing
using social media, civil society networks, and personal contacts did not have a clear
plan of how to sustain the movement.* Surprised by the number of protesters who
|
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joined, the organizers used Facebook to spread the word over the course of four con-
secutive protests over late February, March, and April. The first protest brought a few
hundred demonstrators; the next, a few thousand; the third, on March 20, was the larg-
est, with more than 20,000 in the streets;*® and the last, thousands.*! This was the largest
nonpartisan civil mobilization in Lebanon since the pro- and anti-Syria demonstrations
of March 2005. Protesters chanted slogans such as “bread, knowledge, freedom and no
to sectarianism.”>?

Once it became apparent that this movement held wide appeal, political lead-
ers were quick to endorse its demands, claiming that they too wanted to change the
sectarian system. The organizers were shocked that political leaders were quick to pay
lip service to their demands. Nabih Berri, the speaker of parliament (and thus a Shi ‘i),
was the first to claim that he wanted to change the sectarian system, calling for youth
members of his party, the Amal Movement, to join the protests.” Prominent Maronite
politician Michel ‘Aoun saluted the protesters, claiming that his Free Patriotic Move-
ment was a pioneer in fighting sectarianism since its 2005 charter stated the need to
separate politics from religion.* Walid Jumblatt, a Druze leader and head of the Pro-
gressive Socialist Party,> and leaders of ostensibly non-sectarian parties — including
the Syrian Social Nationalist Party, the Lebanese Communist Party,* and the People’s
Movement’” — all took part in supporting the demands of the protesters. After the
second protest, Berri openly called for his supporters to join the movement.*® How-
ever images of young Amal supporters demonstrating discredited the non-sectarian
credentials of the protest movement, triggering fear among Sunnis and Maronites that

the protests might grow large enough to actually change the power-sharing formula to
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their detriment. Many politicians embraced the famous 2009 quote of Maronite patri-
arch Nasrallah Boutros Sfeir, who had stepped down the day before the first protest:
“We must first eradicate sectarianism from [our] souls (al-nufus) and not from [legal]
texts (al-nusus).”>® Reflecting on that reaction, one of the protest leaders recounted
that “We were baffled and suddenly flooded with partisans. Our meetings went from
having 15 people in a room to having 300 people at a theater. We were paralyzed as
internal tensions grew. It is sad that we were never able to organize another protest.”*
In reflections with activists about sectarian party loyalists showing up at the meet-
ings, they recalled mostly that this was not threatening but rather baffling. “We were
confused because [the partisans] said they agreed with our demands and wanted to
bring more people to the protests,” explained one activist, who said it was so difficult
to mobilize against the regime when its prominent personalities and political parties
wanted to join the mobilization efforts.®!

Lebanese media played an important role in covering the 2011 protests. Main-
stream media dedicated prime time slots to talk shows with sympathetic analysts and
protest movement representatives, but the actual organizers hardly appeared on televi-
sion or in newspapers. The National Broadcasting Network (NBN), Amal’s official
television outlet, broadcast a series of debates on the protests without actually inviting
any independent activists.®> While no major security incident occurred, activists I inter-
viewed widely reported that many “infiltrators” began joining their meetings, speaking
to media on activists’ behalf and sabotaging their attempts to coordinate the logistics
and key messages of their movement. Following April 2011, the organizers never called
for another protest, and Lebanon entered a phase of political deadlock. Implications
from the crisis in Syria would soon lead to a massive influx of refugees and increased
security threats both on the border with Syria and within Lebanon.

TrASH AS A PoLiticaL CRISIS

The summer of 2015 in Lebanon was grim. The Syrian conflict was in its fifth
year, and more than 1.1 million Syrian refugees were registered in Lebanon.** The Leb-
anese government had still not devised an official strategy for dealing with the refugee
crisis and had instead opted for a “no policy” policy toward the Syrian conflict.** Hiz-
bullah fighters had joined the protracted conflict in Syria, potentially plunging Lebanon

into an uncertain political situation. Parliament had been in deadlock over electing a
|
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new president for more than a year and had voted to postpone its own elections three
times. Civil society groups had staged small sit-ins to express frustration.®> Ongoing
electricity cuts through Lebanon’s hot summers had been harming the tourism industry
for years,% and by July images of mounting piles of trash on the sides of roads and in
urban neighborhoods had taken over social media. Waste was piling up in the streets
of Beirut and on the slopes of Mount Lebanon, clogging major highways and small
alleyways alike.®

The trash crisis began because people living near the Na‘ama landfill protested
and refused to let garbage dumpsters into their area. The landfill had been inaugurated
in 1997 as a temporary solution for a trash crisis that had shaken Beirut and Mount Leb-
anon. The solution, supposedly an interim one, was still in place almost two decades
later despite numerous smaller protests by residents of Na‘ama over the years.%® Local
residents refused to back down and, thanks to media attention, succeeded in closing the
landfill on July 17, 2015.% Simultaneously the contract between the government and
Sukleen and Sukomi — the private companies assigned with garbage collection, street
sweeping, and treatment and disposal of waste in Greater Beirut — had expired. A
complete lack of planning and strategy on the part of the Lebanese government meant
that trash rapidly accumulated on the streets of the capital.”

Anger from the residents of the peripheral town of Na‘ama reached Beirut, lead-
ing a group of activists to mobilize with the slogan Tala ‘at rihatukum (often transcribed
in social media with the Arabic chat alphabet as Tol3et Re7etkom), literally meaning
“your stench has emerged,” which thus became known in English as “You Stink.” The
organizers were quick to place the blame on the government and its inadequate at-
tempts to address the waste management crisis. You Stink identified the garbage crisis
as a political crisis using direct action to make its claims heard. Protesters claimed
that political corruption was so bad that it was starting to reek, just like the stench of
garbage, and the group staged marches toward government agencies and threw bags
of garbage over security barricades into government compounds. Immediately thou-
sands of people began rallying behind You Stink, as the movement resonated not only
with demands to clean the streets but also to “clean” the government of sectarian lead-
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ers. Riad El-Solh Square in downtown Beirut transformed into the gathering point for
nightly protests. As a result shops and restaurants closed down in the evenings, replac-
ing everyday commercial activity with protesters and security forces in the streets.”

The You Stink movement began organizing with the stated goal of finding sus-
tainable solutions to the crisis, such as municipal garbage collection and a national re-
cycling program. The movement included environmental activists who had spent more
than a decade advocating for alternative waste management solutions. But the more
dominant discourse became that of frustrated citizens blaming politicians for sectarian-
ism, for being greedy, and for caring only for their own interests. The protests became
known as the Hirak (“movement”), which grouped together various movements that all
took to the streets to condemn the political system, which the protesters claimed had
led to the trash crisis and many of Lebanon’s other chronic problems, including elec-
tricity shortages, unemployment, and inflation. Starting in July the protests attracted
growing numbers of people, and new groups and platforms grew within the demonstra-
tions. The new groups began to make demands related to an array of issues other than
trash, including socioeconomic grievances, mainly embodied by the Badna Nhaseb
faction (meaning “we want accountability” in Lebanese colloquial Arabic); political
grievances, mainly held by protesters using the hashtag ‘a-I-shari‘ (‘to the street”); and
mass grievances held by tens of thousands of self-identified independent activists that
simply stated that they had had enough of the garbage caused by this political class.™

By July 30 several activists had been arrested, and You Stink organized a march to
liberate said protesters. The largest protest the movement succeeded in organizing took
place on August 29. The media reported that more than 100,000 citizens attended, mak-
ing it one of the largest street protests in Lebanon’s recent history. The protesters were
from all walks of life, and even those who were overtly partisan insisted that they had
made independent decisions to join the protest when they were interviewed by report-
ers.” In fact scores of demonstrators claimed they were neither Muslim, Christian, nor
Druze but that they were taking part as true Lebanese nationals who believed that the
government had failed in the simple task of picking up the garbage. August 22 marked
a critical day in the movement, when protesters were met by police violence and the
use of water cannons, tear gas, guns, and batons. Numerous people were arrested, and
more than 40 were injured.™

In response to violence between protesters and the Internal Security Forces (ISF),
police erected a concrete barrier in downtown Beirut on August 23.7 By September 1
|
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cabinet meetings had not solved the problem, and You Stink criticized the police’s harsh
tactics and the illegal detention of protesters. That day a few dozen You Stink protesters
staged a sit-in at the Ministry of Environment, as the 72-hour deadline the group had
set for the government to meet its demands had expired. They called for the immediate
resignation of Environment Minister Muhammad Machnouk. By the end of the day
a couple thousand protesters had gathered outside the ministry building until the
late evening when riot police forcibly removed those who remained.” Throughout
September and October smaller-scale protests and occasional government meetings
marked the de-escalation of the trash crisis,” and to date there appears to be no long-
term resolution in sight.

LEBANESE-STYLE CO-OPTATION,
COUNTER-NARRATIVES, AND REPRESSION

This section builds on the theoretical work around co-optation, counter-narra-
tives, and repression of social movements by offering insight into the power-sharing
regime’s use of these strategies in Lebanon. Co-opting movements through the rep-
lication of a particular discourse, using counter-narratives to delegitimize protesters,
and engaging in outright violent repression were evident in 2011 and 2015 and can be
compared to similar mechanisms that authoritarian governments employed in places
like Egypt, Tunisia, and Morocco. These mechanisms are entrenched throughout
the various phases of Lebanon’s history, allowing politicians to assume a posture of
maintaining order and stability through sectarian coexistence and through informal
institutions such as the national dialogue.

Co0-OPTATION

Lebanese political elites have been averse to reforming the political system in
any way that might threaten the formula of parity in sectarian representation. Politi-
cians thus do not respond to demands that could secure fairer representation, transpar-
ency, or better provision of public services. Instead, they co-opt anti-sectarian demands
through their own roles within the government. This practice goes beyond paying lip
service to such demands into actually claiming that they are working through the
sectarian political system to realize the demands of the protesters. The political elite
in Lebanon are able to co-opt demands in two ways: First, by saying that they agree
with the protesters’ demands and, second, by showcasing how their supporters agree
with and are part of the protests. This made it difficult for protesters to construct an
us-versus-them narrative. Activists explained that co-optation of demands also cre-
ates significant confusion on how to frame arguments against a political elite who are
overtly agreeing with the protesters.”™
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The 2011 demands to bring down the sectarian regime were echoed by politi-
cians, including Speaker Nabih Berri and by Prime Minister Sa‘d al-Hariri. Berri was
the first to claim that he and his supporters had always wanted a secular state and that
the protesters deserved to be listened to. More than a year after the protest, Hariri would
say in a televised interview that he was supportive of legalizing civil marriage as a first
step toward bringing down the sectarian system.” The 2015 summer protests blaming
the government for the trash crisis created a similar ripple effect among politicians
and ministers who expressed dismay at the situation. The Progressive Socialist Party,
primarily backed by Druzes, joined Hirak protests for several weeks. Its leader, Walid
Jumblatt, even demanded the resignation of Minister of Interior Nohad Machnouk after
the violent police response to the protests.** The Free Patriotic Movement even orga-
nized its own garbage protest.®! While no legal, political, regulatory, or policy measures
were taken to address protesters’ demands after either 2011 or 2015, their co-optation
created a dilemma among activists: “How were we supposed to mobilize if those we
were mobilizing against said that they agreed with us? [Politicians] were even nagging
louder than us,” explained a volunteer with You Stink.%2

Co-optation also occurs through recruiting and promoting figures who then
make anti-sectarian demands. During the protests several members of Parliament
(MPs) expressed sympathy with protesters” demands. Some MPs genuinely agreed
with the demands and claimed that they were working toward the abolition of the
sectarian regime through their own political parties. “It is difficult to confront an op-
ponent who goes out and says that your demands are his own,” explained one activ-
ist.3 By considering how the power-sharing system evolved, we can largely attribute
the difficulty in mobilizing against the government to the ability of politicians to co-
opt potential reformists. Ziyad Baroud, the interior minister from 2009 until 2011,
inadvertently became an icon for secularism and opposition to the sectarian regime,
despite being a part of the sectarian political establishment. The anti-sectarian protest
movement highlighted how, in 2009, Baroud had legalized the removal of religious
affiliation from national identity cards. Baroud’s move in removing any reference to
an individual’s sect revealed some concessions by the system, but these were conces-
sions that were largely irrelevant when it came to fighting the core pillars of sectarian
representation.® Although the political system had allowed a minister to legalize the
removal of any reference to a religious group on identity cards, citizens could still
only marry and vote based on their ancestral sectarian origin.
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COUNTER-INARRATIVES

As the evolution of the power-sharing system in Lebanon reveals, there is a strong
discursive commitment to sectarian representation and the maintenance of a sectarian
balance. While rooted historically in Lebanon’s parliamentary parity between Christians
and Muslims, a broader commitment to coexistence is a key pillar of the power-sharing
system. The concept of “common coexistence” (al- ‘aysh al-mushtarak) is used to claim
that Lebanese communities cannot otherwise coexist without a system of sectarian bal-
ance and that each sect’s zu ‘ama are the protectors of this coexistence. Political elites in
Lebanon do not need to clamp down on protesters directly in order to demobilize and dis-
credit them. It is enough to insinuate that a continuation of any protest could potentially
shake the pillars of coexistence. Activists claim that political elites’ use of this discourse
directly affected internal discussions within their movements. All discussions with protest
leaders during research for this article revealed that this external discourse trickled down
to protest leaders and led to disagreements on how to face this discursive threat and even-
tually a divergence among organizers. One activist who sat in on protest coordination
meetings in 2015 explained that they spent hours arguing over how to respond to claims
by politicians that protesters’ demands were destabilizing the country.®

As soon as movements mobilized considerable support, politicians who did not
co-opt demonstrators’ demands were quick to claim that protests were threatening co-
existence among sectarian groups, harming economic interests, and threatening securi-
ty. The 2011 movement to bring down the sectarian system was repressed as protesters
grew in numbers, and demands focused on the core pillars of sectarian representation
and the power of the zu ‘ama. During the 2015 protests, when both rubber bullets and
live ammunition were fired by security forces,* the discourse that the movement could
threaten coexistence and stability was used to justify the repression of protest organiz-
ers.¥” In August 2015 more than 200 activists were arrested, rendering the movement
leaderless and inciting fear among supporters and protesters.*

Both the 2011 and 2015 protests used narratives that aimed to shake the founda-
tions of the sectarian system and were met by a counter-narrative that sought to main-
tain the status quo. Politicians claimed that protesters demanding radical change could
lead to the breakdown of the state.® This was especially evident in 2011 as politicians
tried to counter protesters’ anti-sectarianism narrative by claiming that the collapse of
Lebanon’s sectarian system could lead to destabilization and chaos.” In 2015 politi-
cians employed a systematic counter-narrative during the garbage crisis, claiming that
anti-sectarianism protests could turn Lebanon into a battleground.
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Lastly counter-narratives were systematically employed across television sta-
tions in 2011 and, more so in 2015, to make the claim that protesters were threatening
the country’s economic interests. In 2015 representatives from Lebanon’s chambers of
commerce gathered in downtown Beirut demanding an end to the protests that many
argued were paralyzing the city. Despite the government’s failure to collect trash and
years of regular countrywide electricity cuts, Beirut politicians and Tourism Minister
Michel Pharaon supported the head of the Union of Lebanese Chambers in saying that
it was the protest movements that were harming tourism and killing the economy.” In
doing so politicians discouraged their supporters from taking part in the protests.

The two protest movements succeeded in highlighting the grievances of tens
of thousands of everyday people. As such politicians were not willing to openly sup-
press the movements. Instead politicians created a counter-narrative that they cared
about the issues the protesters wanted them to address. Using mainstream media,
which are overwhelmingly financed by Lebanon’s political narratives, this counter-
narrative was propagated through two mechanisms: by calling for a national dialogue
where the president would bring together representatives of the 14 main politician
factions for an urgent, secret discussion and by holding a televised dialogue on the
issues the protests were highlighting.*?

By creating this counter-narrative, officials were able to play the role of hero of
the hour. “Citizens will tend to participate less in this case if they feel that political lead-
ers are taking the matter seriously and this is what happened to us at the height of the
garbage crisis,” explained one environmental expert.”® In 2011, live televised debates
went on for several days as activists (who did not include the original organizers of the
protests) tried to interpret what it would mean to bring down the sectarian regime.* The
dialogue raised serious schisms among organizers and in public opinion. Did bringing
down the sectarian regime mean a vacuum of leaders and the emergence of new, un-
known leaders? Would it mean a civil state and the abolition of religious courts? What
would happen to the faithful and believers if the system became secular? This dialogue
raised fears and provided few answers. Counter-narratives had constrained the move-
ment by calling on the organizers to calmly rethink what they were demanding. Sud-
denly, calls against the sectarian regime were void of meaning because dialogue made
protesters appear ignorant and unable to provide answers that curbed popular fears.

Later in 2015 a closed-door national dialogue led to official statements underlin-
ing the need to remain unified and to try to elect a president. The national dialogue was
not concerned with garbage, claiming that there were more urgent priorities than public
health, particularly the need to maintain the continuity of the power-sharing system
amid regional upheaval. By leading the dialogue the politicians launched a counterof-
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fensive against the protest movements, making the protesters guilty of disruption and
presenting themselves as saviors in an otherwise threatening situation. According to
one Hirak protester, “We looked silly, angry and disorganized while the youth of politi-
cal parties appeared coherent and appeared to be defending stability and security.”®

REPRESSION

Sectarian power-sharing in Lebanon reinforces networks of clientelistic interests and
a division of public sector resources among sectarian elites. The state and its institutions
are subservient to the power-sharing agreement, which keeps the same class of zu‘ama in
power. Hanna Ziadeh pointed out that “A look at the name of presidents, prime ministers,
deputies, supreme court justices, ministers and most ‘class A’ civil servants would confirm
that the same family names recur almost uninterruptedly for the last two centuries.” A set
of public and para-public institutions controlled by sectarian leaders provides citizens with
job opportunities, healthcare, and educational services.”” In Lebanon repression through
direct harm or through the threat of violence is sufficient to disarm movements opposed to
sectarian politics. Harm is not just physical; it can be carried out through the withdrawal of
benefits from entire families if even one member does not show loyalty. “The local za ‘im
[i.e., the singular of zu ‘ama] phoned my father after the elections and informed him that he
was aware that it was I who submitted a blank ballot in the last election,” said one protester.”®

At the time of this article’s publication, some activists from the 2015 protests are
still facing trial, and some were tried in military court for disrupting the civil peace.”
Scores of protesters were injured over the summer of 2015 by rubber and live bullets
fired by the ISF.!® Both random and targeted arrests of organizers and spokespeople
were sufficient to decrease the appeal of the movements in the summer of 2015. “Peo-
ple started to feel as if we were personally targeted and as a result became reluctant to
join. At first police violence encouraged more people to show their solidarity but when
the arrests took place people were hesitant even to show their support on social media,”
explained one activist.!” Some of the activists from You Stink were among those vio-
lently beaten by security forces while protesting the 2017 electoral law.!%
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Repression of contentious movements has roots in the era of Syrian tutelage,
when violent attacks on protesters and local opposition were common. During this
period Syrian intelligence services were used to orchestrate elections and intimidate
those calling for reform.!® After 2005 the absence of any security sector reform meant
that Lebanese political elites could still resort to the same oppressive mechanisms.
Recruitment into the army and ISF takes place within a system that ensures sectarian
balance. More worrisome is that the power-sharing formula includes the division of
security institutions among sectarian leaders. For example, while heads of army intel-
ligence are appointed by the prime minister and have historically been loyal to Hariri,
Shi‘a play a huge role in the Directorate of State Security, and the security detail at
Parliament is led by Berri. Christians control the command of the Lebanese Armed
Forces, and several presidents — who are Maronite — were previously former army
commanders. The Shi‘i party Hizbullah not only deploys fighters in Syria but has its
own armed forces within Lebanon. On May 7, 2008, Hizbullah fighters attacked the
Hariri-owned Future TV station offices and went on a violent rampage in Beirut.!%
This sectarian politicization of army, security, and intelligence apparatuses amelio-
rates the ability of politicians to make direct threats to protesters. The mechanism of
direct oppression is also supported by judges in the court system, wherein judges are
appointed by and receive orders from sectarian leaders. “During the protests in Egypt
a few of us wanted to show solidarity, and so we gathered and chanted in front of the
Egyptian embassy in Beirut. Within moments armed men wearing black attacked us
with sticks and swear words and made us vacate the premises,” said one 2011 protest
coordination committee member.'” Live bullets were fired at protesters, which was
justified by claims that they were throwing sticks and stones.'® “There were kids no
older than 15 or 16, and they were throwing water bottles and shouting insults at the
politicians. Within moments water cannons were opened up, and I heard gunshots and
made a run for it,” a protester said.'”’

CONCLUSIONS ON PROTESTING A POWER-SHARING REGIME

This article has focused on how Lebanon’s government reacted to two waves
of mass protests against the country’s sectarian power-sharing regime, adding to de-
bates on contentious politics and regime strategies. There is a very rich literature
on the mechanisms that authoritarian regimes employ to thwart protest movements.
Cases of co-optation or coercion have been well-documented and analyzed, espe-
cially with regard to authoritarian regimes in places like Iran, Algeria, Morocco, and
Egypt. But power-sharing regimes based on consensus among rulers have not figured
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prominently in studies of why protest movements fail or succeed. This oversight has
gained particular importance as some have suggested that Lebanon’s long-standing
power-sharing formula could provide a model for bringing conflicting parties to-
gether in places like Yemen and Libya.!%® Others have suggested that the proportional
parity and negotiated political representation present in Lebanon’s Ta’if Agreement
could hold important lessons for Syria.!®

In presenting empirical insights as to how the power-sharing system employs
co-optation, counter-narratives, and repression, this article points to two key findings:
First, empirical evidence can help broaden our understanding of how power-sharing
systems react to protest movements. While most Arab countries continue to be non-
democratic, it is important to learn from the case of Lebanon by applying a historical
analysis of how regimes can resort to past narratives and institutions to justify their
reactions to protests. In the case of Lebanon, focusing on stability, coexistence, and
national dialogues contributes to the breakdown of protest movements because they
present activists with dilemmas of how to frame their demands. If counter-narratives
fail, the Lebanese government resorts to outright repression, a practice not uncommon
to authoritarian regimes. This evidence is not only relevant in that it positions Lebanon
more within an authoritarian than a consociational mode of governance but also in that
these mechanisms may be relevant to other protest movements in the region.

Second, this article shows how institutions of power-sharing are conducive to co-
optation, counter-narratives, and repressive practices within the media, military, and
public spheres. This helps bring insights into the rich streams of literature that debate
power-sharing as a formula for liberal peace and democratic governance. Lebanon has
been non-reformist throughout its historical evolution. When faced with mass movements
calling for an end to institutionalized sectarianism, the regime enables political leaders to
cooperate on co-opting protesters’ rhetoric without making concessions, as was evident
in 2011 and 2015. What this case offers other divided societies and post-conflict polities
is a paradigm of caution: while power-sharing can bring warring factions to share power,
it may also create a lock-in effect. By enshrining para-public mechanisms for negotiation,
power-sharing can make politicians more powerful than the state, and when demands for
accountability or reform come from protest movements, power-sharing may make it all
the easier to respond through the mechanisms explored in this article.
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