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Success and Failure of Revolutions in Lebanon:  

The Case of the October Revolution. 

Sarah Jawdat Nader 

 

Abstract 

 

     On October 17, 2019 thousands of people took to the streets all over Lebanon to 

protest against the economic situation and the corrupt practices of the Lebanese 

government and Lebanon’s ruling elite. The protestors called for the resignation of the 

Lebanese parliament, the cabinet and the president of the republic whom they accused 

of bearing responsibility for the economic crisis gripping the country. The protesters 

further demanded the introduction of major political and socioeconomic reforms. Only 

a few of the objectives of the protestors were met. A few months after its onset, the 

“October 17th Revolution” lost its momentum and the economic crisis in Lebanon 

intensified.  This thesis aims to understand why Lebanon’s “October 17th Revolution” 

failed to achieve most of its objectives although, at the outset, several political 

observers expected it to succeed. This thesis further investigates two prior revolutions 

that can be considered successful ones: the 1952 revolution (that ousted then President 

Bishara El-Khoury) and the 2005 Cedar Revolution that led to the withdrawal of the 

Syrian army from Lebanon. The thesis contends that by comparing these two past 

revolutions with the “October 17 Revolution”, one can identify the factors that were 

responsible for the failure of the “October 17 Revolution”. These factors can be traced 

to: 1) the entrenched power of the ruling sectarian elite, 2) the nature of the demands 

and the strategies of the protestors, 3) the role played by the army and the security 

forces, and 4) the role of external players. 

 

Keywords: Lebanon, Protests, Revolution, Economic Crisis, Sectarianism, 

Corruption 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

Since late 2019, Lebanon has witnessed the outbreak of a protest movement. 

On October 17th, the Lebanese Government introduced new tax measures to deal with 

the economic situation in the country. In response, popular rallies spread all over the 

country. The movement looked leaderless and called for the resignation of all the 

political leaders, the change of the political system, and early elections (Vohra, 2020). 

The Revolution started with massive demonstrations with a focus on road blocking 

and reclamation of public spaces. Later, other techniques were used such as sit-ins, 

and protests outside key institutions in order to intensify pressure on the government. 

The protests were sparked by two factors: the wildfires that spread over the country 

and the taxes imposed by the government. On October 15, at least 100 wildfires broke 

out all over the country and on October 17, the government announced new taxes on 

tobacco, WhatsApp calls, and gas (Hodges, 2019). However, those were only the last 

straw.   

Other long term causes were responsible as well for the outbreak of the protests 

such as the deteriorating social, economic and political situation, and the absence of 

international support. The unrest in Lebanon was a result of its quickly worsening 

social and economic situation. For years, the Lebanese people had been frustrated over 

widespread corruption, government deadlock, and collapsing infrastructure. 

Sectarianism in Lebanon has remained resilient to reform after a 15-yearlong civil war. 

Lebanon’s problems are the product of its political system. The Taif Agreement that 

ended the country’s civil war created a complicated power-sharing system that remains 
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in place till today. Furthermore, government posts and jobs in the public sector are 

divided among sects rather than merit (The Economist, 2019). Sectarian warlords still 

hold power, broadening the gap between the government and the Lebanese citizens 

(Fakhoury, 2019).  

Lebanon’s national debt is the third highest worldwide, amounting more than 

79 billion US dollars. The country experienced an increase in youth emigration due its 

failure in creating jobs and restructuring its market economy. Furthermore, with the 

decline of tourism due to regional instability, the growing fiscal deficits and the loss 

of confidence in the country’s economy, and a critical condition for investment flows, 

led to a forthcoming economic collapse (Fakhoury, 2019). Nevertheless, up until 

today, the government is failing to advance an economic rescue plan. Only severe 

measures and taxes were implemented which created deep feelings of hostility.  

In the last years, corruption, deadlock and nepotism have risen significantly.  

For instance, the Syrian conflict affected Lebanon heavily, froze GDP growth and cut 

trade routes (particularly land ones) between Lebanon and the region. Also, more than 

a million of Syrians came to Lebanon to seek refuge. The Lebanese banks restricted 

access to consumer deposits which led to a liquidity crisis, and increased the mistrust 

towards the government institutions and the banking sector. According to Strategic 

Comments (2019), “The Lira’s official exchange rate with the dollar remains pegged 

at 1,507.5, but by late 2019, it had fallen by 25–35% on the parallel exchange market”. 

Also, it became hard for traders to import due to the suspension of the majority of 

credit facilities. Prices of products started rising quickly. The Hariri Cabinet failed to 

perform and to accomplish the most basic duties, namely providing 24 Hour electricity 

and potable water (The Economist, 2019). It failed to save the country from a 
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deteriorating financial crisis mainly caused by government mismanagement and 

corruption (Khatib, 2019), which increased the society’s frustration and alienation.  

On October 29th, the protestors claimed their first victory, following two weeks 

of nationwide demonstrations. The Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri stepped 

down, acknowledging that he had failed to deal with their demands. Although the 

Hariri government resigned, the political class remained irresponsive and the demands 

of the protestors have to date not been endorsed. In contrast, the ruling elites who 

dominated the political scene for decades stayed in power and played on the fear of 

sectarian conflict. They also claimed that they continue to represent most of the 

Lebanese people (Fakhoury, 2019).  

With the formation of a new government headed by Prime Minister Hassan 

Diab and backed by the same political elites, along with the outbreak of the COVID 

19 pandemic and subsequent lockdowns, the Revolution lost its momentum and the 

protestors left the streets and the country returned “to normal”.  

On August 4, 2020, a blast at the port of Beirut killed more than 190 people, 

injured at least 6,500 people and left around 300,000 people without shelter. The 

explosion was caused by 2,750 tons of ammonium nitrate that were unsafely stored in 

the port of Beirut (Maalouf, 2020). Following this tragic event, the backdrop of the 

Covid-19 pandemic, and the political and financial crisis, protests were reignited in 

August 8 which led prime-minister Hassan Diab to announce the resignation of his 

government on August 10 (Maalouf, 2020). The factions and groups who participated 

in the Revolution of October 17 tried to revive their revolution but their attempts were 

not successful. Accordingly, it could be claimed that this marked the end of the 

October 17 Revolution. Although it managed to achieve few of its objectives such as 

postponing the parliamentary session that was going to take place on November 19, 
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2019 and the resignation of the Hariri government, it failed to fulfil most of its 

demands. One could mention in that regard, the resignation of the President and the 

Parliament, the holding of new parliamentary elections in 2019 and an investigation to 

determine who is responsible for the collapse of the Lebanese economy. The agenda 

of the parliamentary session included the reelection of members of parliamentary 

committees and the discussion of a contentious amnesty law aiming to release 

hundreds of prisoners (France 24, 2019). Furthermore, more than two years after the 

start of the protests, the situation remained the same. Lebanon, with an incompetent 

government, continues to face numerous political, economic, and health challenges. 

This research focuses on the October 17th Revolution in Lebanon. In a time 

when the Arab world was shaken by a series of revolutions, Lebanon’s attempts to 

have a revolution in 2015 failed despite having major political, social, and economic 

issues. This was caused by the movement’s weak internal structure, and the absence 

of domestic and international support. Yet, almost a decade after the start of the “Arab 

Spring”, the country had its own protest movement, known as the “October 17 

Revolution”, that even though it succeeded in some aspects, it failed to meet its 

demands. The October 17 movement is a distinct case: At the beginning of the 

demonstrations, people from different social, political, and religious backgrounds took 

over the streets all over the country, calling for the removal of all the political elites. 

Contrary to the previous movements, it was not directly supported by the biggest 

political parties. Hence, the demonstrators claimed to refuse any form of political 

support. Moreover, new protest techniques were used such as roadblocks, music 

festivals, etc. Yet, although they succeeded in paralyzing daily life and achieved few 

of their demands, the movement largely failed.  
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1.1. Research Question, Hypothesis, and Research Design 

Why did the October Revolution fail to achieve its objectives when many 

predicated it would a successful revolution”? Before answering this question, an 

important question should be answered. Can we consider the October 17 a revolution? 

There is a big debate among scholars to agree if what happened on October 17 can be 

considered a revolution or just a revolution or a protest movement. This study will 

adopt James DeFronzo’s definition of a revolution that he defines as contentious event 

that “involves a tremendous increase in mass participation in political activity, 

participation motivated by widespread opposition to existing conditions”. He also 

defined a revolution as a social movement in which participants are organized to 

modify radically or substitute existing economic, political or social structure 

(DeFronzo, 2011). Accordingly and based on this definition, the protests that took 

place on October 17 and this political movement will be considered as a revolution.  

The large number of participants, the momentum of the revolution, the few 

successes that were achieved the beginning of the revolution, the determination of the 

protestors and the wide the support it got from the Lebanese public made many 

Lebanese optimistic that the revolution will achieve most of its objectives. 

Nevertheless, this study will demonstrate that the October 17 Revolution failed to 

achieve its objectives and will be classified as a failed revolution. This is not a difficult 

task but the difficult that this thesis will try to fulfil is to answer why the October 17 

revolution failed to achieve what it wanted when many predicted it would?  

In order to answer this question, this study will adopt a comparative approach. 

It will investigate two previous revolutions that took place in Lebanon and are 

considered successful: The 1952 Revolution and the Cedar Revolution of 2005. These 

two were selected not only because they were successful revolutions but because both 
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have many similarities with the October 17th Revolution: they started as peaceful 

protests, used the same techniques (protests, sit-ins, strikes, etc.), and attracted a large 

number of protestors over a long period of time. Nevertheless, the difference is that 

they were successful while the October 17 was not.  

  This research will try to demonstrate by comparing these two revolutions with 

the October 17 revolution that the success or failure of a revolution in Lebanon is 

dependent on the following factors: the position of the powerful sectarian ruling elites 

and parties regarding the revolution, the nature of the demands and the strategies of 

the revolution, the position of the army and security forces regarding the revolution 

and the political regime, and the support of foreign actors for the revolution.    

As will be demonstrated, most of the political parties in 1952 were in favor of 

the protests, and the main demand was the resignation of the President of the Republic 

Bechara el Khoury. The powerful political parties supported the protestors and were 

against Khoury, namely the Christian, Druze, and Sunni political parties. The army 

decided to stay neutral and refused to interfere against the protestors. Also, there was 

no foreign influence or intervention to support Khoury.  

On the other hand, in 2005 protestors demonstrated against the Syrian 

occupation and had three main demands: resignation of the pro-Syrian Karami cabinet, 

the withdrawal of the Syrian troops from Lebanon, and the establishment of an 

international commission to investigate the assassination of the former prime minister 

Rafic Hariri. The protestors were supported by a coalition of Christian, Druze and 

Sunni political parties, which was later known as the March 14 Alliance. However, the 

two major Shi’a parties Hezbollah and Amal were against the revolution but did not 

attempt to stop it by force. They only organized a pro-Syrian protest on March 8. There 

was strong international support to the protestors and opposition to the Syrian political 
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and military intervention in Lebanon. Three of the UN Security Council members, the 

United States, France, and the United Kingdom, started to oppose the role of Syria in 

the Lebanese politics. After the assassination of the former Prime Minister Rafik El 

Hariri, the international community and some Arab States (such as Saudi Arabia, 

Jordan, and Egypt) started pressuring Syria to withdraw its troops (Kurtulus, 2009).  

The Lebanese Army returned to its policy of non-intervention and refused to stop the 

protestors (Rowayheb, 2011).   

During the October Revolution, there was a strong opposition from political 

parties who did everything to stop the demonstrations. For instance, hundreds of 

Hezbollah and Amal supporters repeatedly stormed the Martyr Square and clashed 

with the protestors. The army did not take sides but limited the protestors’ scope of 

action by preventing them to enter the Lebanese parliament and block the roads. 

However, they protected the demonstrators to a certain extent when they were attacked 

by the supporters of Amal and Hezbollah. The international community was supportive 

but did not take a real position, nor did they pressure the government. The protestors 

did not have common and clear demands. Some of them were irrationally calling for 

the removal of all the political leadership. Adding to this, the demands were different 

from 1952 and 2005.   

This research used a qualitative approach. It reviews secondary literature on 

revolutions in Lebanon and the factors leading to their success, namely the 1952, 2005, 

and October 17th Revolutions. It mostly collected scholarly work available at LAU 

Libraries, Google Scholar, and online databases. It also looked into press releases of 

the contending factions, news coverage of the revolutions, and newspaper archives. It 

analyzes as well the documents and reports that are available in the archive centers in 

Lebanon.  
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1.2. Thesis Chapters 

The first and second chapter defines the concept of revolution and provides a 

background on the situation in Lebanon.  It also looks into the literature on the 1952, 

2005, and October 17th revolutions. In the third chapter, the factors that led to the 1952 

revolution are studied and a description of the protest movement is be given. 

Moreover, the outcome of the 1952 revolution is explained. The fourth chapter 

discusses the causes of the Cedar revolution, the demands of the protestors, and its 

outcome. It examines the elements responsible for its “success”. The Fifth chapter 

compares the factors responsible for the success of the 1952 and Cedar Revolutions. 

Then, the following chapters provide a description of the October 17 revolution and 

the factors responsible for its trigger. Finally, we conclude that the outcome of a protest 

movement in Lebanon is influenced by four variables: the nature of the demands of 

the protestors, the position of the most powerful political parties, the position of the 

army and security forces regarding the revolution, and the support of foreign actors for 

the movement. 
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

 

  

This research offers a review of the literature on the concept of revolutions, its 

outcome, and the Lebanese revolutions of 1952, 2005 and 2019. The first section 

provides a brief overview about the definition of Revolutions and the factors leading 

to their success. The second section discusses the factors that were responsible for the 

success of the 1952 and 2005 revolutions, as well as the failure of the one that 

happened on the 17th of October. The third and last section examines the contribution 

this paper may add to the said literature.  

 

2.1. Defining a Revolution 

 

           The concept of a revolution is diversely defined as there is no single universal 

definition. In his book Revolutions and Revolutionary moments, DeFronzo (2011) 

distinguished between social movements, revolutionary movements, and revolutions. 

He defined a social movement as “Persistent and organized effort on the part of a 

relatively large number of people either to bring about or resist social change”. In 

contrast, he described a revolutionary movement as “A social movement in which 

participants are organized to alter drastically or replace totally existing social, 

economic, or political institutions”. He also defines a revolution as evolving a 

remarkable increase in mass participation in political activity, driven by popular 
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discontent. This research adopts James DeFronzo’s definition of a revolution that he 

defines as contentious event that “involves a tremendous increase in mass participation 

in political activity, participation motivated by widespread opposition to existing 

conditions” (DeFronzo, 2011). Therefore, the outcome of a revolution will be judged 

according to whether or not it succeeded in achieving its initial goals. 

In Revolutions: A very short introduction, Goldstone (2014) distinguished 

between rebellion, revolutions, and revolutions. He described a rebellion as any 

attempt at starting a revolution. As for the revolutions, they are “armed or unarmed 

popular rebellions”. According to Goldstone, a Revolution is the “forcible overthrow 

of a government through mass mobilization... in the name of social justice, to create 

new political institutions”.  Huntington (1968) describes a revolution as “a rapid, 

fundamental, and violent domestic change in the dominant values and myths of a 

society, in its political institutions, social structure, leadership, and government 

activity and policies”. He also distinguished between Revolution and revolts, wars of 

independence, and coups (From Mobilizations to Revolutions, 1977). 

  Tilly’s concept of a Revolution includes the incompatibility of at least two 

blocs leading to a situation of multiple sovereignty, the support of a significant number 

of the population and a forcible transfer of power. He used the concept in a broad sense 

to include all the abrupt changes to the rulers of a country. Tilly characterized 

revolution as a political event, distinguishing between a revolutionary situation and a 

revolutionary outcome. A revolutionary situation comprises the appearance of at least 

two competing coalitions aiming to control the state, citizens' support, and the inability 

of the ruler to suppress the alternative bloc. A revolutionary outcome is the result of a 

transfer of power leading to a new governing alliance. While Tilly considers 

revolutions as episodes, Skocpol (1979) stated that revolutions should be explained as 
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a whole. She talked about social revolutions which she defined as “rapid, basic, 

transformations from a society’s state and class structures; and they are accompanied 

and in part carried through class based revolts from below”. Thompson defines a 

revolution by the achievement of a regime change. Thus, he explains that a revolution 

can be termed as a “democratic revolution” if they succeed in overthrowing a 

dictatorship (Ramas, & Sanz, 2016).  Lastly, Kurtulus (2009) simply defined the notion 

of a Revolution or an uprising by a clearly distinguishable community that is able to 

change or challenge the nature of a noticeably distinguishable political entity. 

 

2.2. Defining the Lebanese Revolutions 

As mentioned earlier, the concept of revolution does not have a single unified 

definition. The conceptual dilemma is ongoing in literature. Similarly, in Lebanon, 

there is a political and academic debate about whether the 1952, 2005, and October 

17th 2019 can be classified as a revolution. This paper will adopt Defronzo’s definition 

of a Revolution. Consequently, these three protest movements included an increase in 

mass participation in demonstrations and protests, motivated by discontent and 

opposition to existing social, political, and economic conditions, regardless of the 

outcome of the movement. Moreover, the revolution will be judged according to its 

demands. Accordingly, a revolution that succeeded in achieving its demands will be 

considered a successful revolution.   

Besides the conceptual debate, scholars argue whether the 1952, 2005, and 

2019 cases should be classified as revolutions or uprisings. According to Zisser (1994), 

Khoury’s overthrow was fundamentally a political move because it was organized by 

the traditional political elites who were not satisfied with Khoury’s increasing power 

and no longer viewed him capable of guaranteeing the country's stability. 
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Consequently, the Lebanese political leaders joined forces against Khoury in order to 

overthrow him.  However, Khoury’s rivals, namely Kamil Chamoun, Kamal Jumblat 

as well as some journalists, described his deposition as a revolution (Zisser, 1994) 

Zisser argued that “Khuri's deposition was no 'glorious revolution' involving a 

redefinition of the ground rules of Lebanon's political system, but a power move fully 

contained within this system and carried out by its traditional components. Nor did the 

deposition constitute a transfer of power from the traditional leadership to a new 

leadership on the rise”.  Khoury was replaced by his rivals who belonged to the 

country’s same traditional political class. Also, Michael Hudson considered that 

Khoury’s downfall was caused by his falling out with Riyad Al Sulh (Zisser, 1994). In 

Modern history of Lebanon, Salibi argued that the main reason for Khoury’s deposition 

was his rivals’ activities, in addition to the departure of Al Sulh, rather than the 

resurgence of public opposition. Hence, the demise of the Khoury administration was 

a direct result of the refusal of the Sunni leadership to cooperate with it, rather than 

cause popular discontent. Consequently, Zisser concluded that the factors responsible 

for the demise of the Khoury administration were part of the Lebanese political system. 

As he stated: “Neither a revolution, a change of generations, nor a change in the nature 

of Lebanon’s socio-political system, then, but a purely political move caused Khuri’s 

downfall”.  

Kurtulus (2009), explains that the application of the terms “Cedar revolution” 

or Independence Intifada” is challenging. As mentioned above, the author describes a 

revolution as a collective act led by people as a community. This community is capable 

of challenging or altering the nature of a clearly distinguishable political entity. 

However, the Lebanese people could not be considered a collective agent which he 

portrayed as “Adequately united political actor with clearly recognizable community 
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boundaries, enjoying a reasonable amount of internal cohesion […]”. Yet, the absence 

of this collective agent results in the inability of the Lebanese citizens to launch a 

“revolution”. The use of the term “Cedar Revolution” is problematic, since the protests 

could not be conceived as an independence movement led by the Lebanese people, and 

rather by the Sunnis, the Maronites, and the Druze.  

In Why Did the October 17 Revolution Witness a Regression in Numbers? 

Masri (2020), argues that referring to the events of October 17 as a revolution could 

be misleading since the protestors did not represent common political views, nor did 

they have a unified understanding of the political situation. The demonstrators 

presented a resilient dismissal of the political system and leaders but did not show a 

clear alternative.  In Revolution or uprising? experts talk protest semantics, Carmen 

Geha explained that the October 17 movement can be defined as a revolution since it 

redefines the norms of political participation outside sects and political parties. 

Lebanon previously experienced popular protests in 2005 but they since have fallen 

along sectarian lines. On October 17th, people from all the sects, regions, and social 

classes took over the street to call for the removal of all the political classes and the 

change of the sectarian system. Nevertheless, Jamil Mouawad considered that the 

movement was a revolution involving protests with revolutionary ideas with a 

potential to develop into a revolution. He argued that a revolution is a process that goes 

through several stages in order to succeed (Dutton, 2019). Furthermore, Achcar (2013) 

defines the term “revolution” as a movement in which the people aim for the deposition 

of the government from below.  
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2.3. Revolutions in Lebanon: Causes of Success or Failure 

 

Few scholars have written about the factors responsible for the success or 

failure of revolutions in Lebanon, ranging from internal to external factors. Yet, they 

discussed each case separately. DeFronzo (2011) discussed five critical variables 

responsible for the success of a revolution. First, the growth of mass discontent among 

the population. Second, the alienation of elite political movements from the existing 

government, namely the elites who support the concept of the revolution. Third, the 

development of unifying motivation for the revolution and support from all the social 

classes. Fourth, the occurrence of a crisis that brutally weakens government 

administrative and coercive capacities in a society where a revolutionary movement is 

developing. Lastly, a permissive world context, non-intervention or inability to do so 

from other nations to prevent the success of a movement. In his article Social 

Revolutions: Their Causes, Patterns, and Phases, Tiruneh (2014) discussed that the 

main variable leading to the success of a spontaneous revolution is the compliance or 

support of the military. The author analyzed a set of revolutions and concluded that if 

the military is not supportive of it, the revolution does not succeed. He used the 1917 

Russian revolution, the French Revolution of 1789, the Chinese Revolution of 1911, 

the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions of 2011 as examples to solidify his argument.  

Others scholars stated that the nature of the Lebanese political system hinders 

the success of revolutions in Lebanon. Fakhoury (2019) emphasized the counter 

narratives launched by the sectarian leaders, blaming the protests for threatening the 

civil peace and damaging the country’s stability. She explains that the system inhibits 

mobilization and challenges the demands of the citizens by focusing on sectarian 

representation. “The political establishment’s persistent neglect of the protesters’ calls 
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for reform” (Fakhoury, 2019). The Lebanese sectarian system also challenges the 

demands of the protestors, namely through the responses and tactics used by the 

political class.  

In Co-optation, Counter-Narratives, and repression: Protesting Lebanon's 

sectarian power-sharing regime, Geha (2019) analyzes the tactics used by the political 

leaders to demobilize the protests that challenge their presence. She distinguishes 

between three methods: Co-optation, counter-narratives, and repression. By 

acknowledging that movements can fail due to their internal cleavages, the author 

states that the main cause for the demise of a revolution is the challenges caused by 

the Lebanese political system. When the latter is faced with anti-regime demands, the 

government makes concessions while also claiming the protest demands as its own. 

Furthermore, it tries to discredit or delegitimize the protesters and accuses them of 

destabilizing the state. Another tactic used by the government is repression, either by 

using violence or threatening to use it. According to Geha, “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”. 

In On Dignity and Clientelism: Lebanon in the Context of the 2011 Arab 

Revolutions, Hermez (2011) talks about the challenges facing protestors in Lebanon. 

He sheds light on the reasons that leads to the failure of sustained mobilizations namely 

the Lebanese sectarian system that reinforces clientelism which makes the access to 

social services depend on the people’s relation with the political parties.  

  A few Scholars implicitly discuss the reasons behind the success of the 

revolutions of 1952 and 2005 and the failure of the one that happened October 17th. 

Rather, they have written about them separately, talking about the formation, 
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organization of the movements and their outcome. For instance, the role of political 

leaders in the downfall of Bechara el Khoury was emphasized. 

  In The Downfall of the Khuri Administration: A dubious Revolution, Zisser 

(1994) described the Khoury’s overthrow as a political move which was ultimately 

made by traditional political elites, namely the Sunni leadership whose refusal to 

cooperate with the president led to his undoing. He pointed out that even though the 

downfall was facilitated by the weakening of the government in the regional and 

international arenas, it was mainly carried out by traditional Lebanese power factors. 

Moreover, in Modern History of Lebanon, Salibi (1965) stated that the main factors 

responsible for the resignation of president Khoury were the activity of Chamoun and 

Jumblat coupled along with the departure of Al Sulh, rather than the emergence of 

public criticism. 

In A History of Modern Lebanon, Traboulsi (2007) described the formation of 

the opposition as well as the process leading to the downfall. He explained how the 

Patriotic Socialist Front organized a general political strike and signed a parliamentary 

note calling for the resignation of the president. He stated that the opposition led by 

Patriotic Socialist Front, declared a general political strike that led to resignation of 

Khoury. A parliamentary note was signed by a number of deputies calling for the 

resignation of the president, was rejected by the latter.  

Another reason responsible for the success of the 1952 revolution was 

discussed by scholars. Zisser (1994) discussed the international environment. He 

argued that the inter-Arab and international arenas posed a threat and source of concern 

to the Khuri administration rather than a source of power, which deprived the president 

of the foreign support needed for the government to sustain. Moreover, Traboulsi 
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(2007) explained that the question for Lebanon’s membership in Western military 

pacts was an external factor responsible for the downfall.  

In Political Change and the Outbreak of Civil War: The Case of Lebanon, 

Rowayheb (2016) stated that Syria was forced to withdraw its military forces from 

Lebanon due to pressure from the political parties as well as the international 

community. He discussed the role of the political parties in organizing and supporting 

the 2005 protests, namely the Future Movement, the Lebanese Forces, the Kataeb 

movement, the Free Patriotic Movement. These political parties formed the March 14 

coalition who launched the Cedar Revolution and called for peaceful protests. The 

coalition also organized a sit-in in downtown Beirut, where food, water, tents and linen 

were provided, and activities were planned to entertain the protestors. The political 

parties provided logistical and financial resources to the demonstrators. Rowayheb 

explains that the Lebanese government was isolated locally and internationally, and 

Syria, was pressured to withdraw its forces namely by the United States and France. 

Consequently, the support of the main Lebanese political parties and the international 

pressure resulted in the success of the Cedar revolution by achieving most of its 

demands.  

The internal structures of the movement were considered to be affecting the 

outcome of a revolution. In Lebanon Is Broken. So Are Its Protests, Vohra (2020) 

analyzes the Lebanese October Revolution. She states that even though the revolution 

succeeded to a certain extent, they failed to articulate a clear long term strategy for 

change. Thus, the movement failed to fulfill its demands due to its weak internal 

structure: it is leaderless, lacking a clear vision and plan. Even though the protestors 

share general common goals, they do not agree on specific demands. In Turmoil in 

Lebanon, Rhode (2019) talks about the protests in Lebanon by explaining the reasons 
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behind them, the components of the movements, and some of their outcome. He 

described the protests as unprecedented because of their diversity and the tactics used. 

However, he states that the movement lacked a comprehensive political platform, a 

clear agenda, and proper leadership. The demonstrations achieved few tactical 

victories such as overthrowing Prime Minister Saad Al Hariri, and stopping the 

deputies meeting. However, even with these successes, the movement remained 

vulnerable and the political organization has successfully prevaricated.  

  Finally, as noted above, Charles Tilly distinguished between a revolutionary 

situation and a revolutionary outcome. He argues that the former “begins when a 

government previously under the control of a single, sovereign polity becomes the 

object of effective, competing, mutually exclusive claims on the part of two or more 

distinct polities. It ends when a single sovereign polity regains control over the 

government” (Kurtulus, 2009). A revolutionary outcome is the result of “a transfer of 

power takes place—from the hands of those who had it before a situation of multiple 

sovereignty arose - leading to a new governing coalition” (Kurtulus, 2009). In his 

terminology, the Lebanese Cedar Revolution of 2005 is considered a revolutionary 

situation or “multiple sovereignty” rather than a revolution.  The collective here are 

the Lebanese people and the polity in question is the Lebanese State. Moreover, as 

Zisser (1994) states, Khoury’s overthrow did not involve a redefinition of the Lebanese 

political system nor a transfer of power to a new leadership on rise, rather, it was a 

power move contained within the same system. Nevertheless, the situation in October 

2019 was different because the protestors called for the removal of existing political 

leaders and change of the Lebanese political system 

 

 



 19 

2.4. Conclusion: Contribution to the Literature 

This research will fill the literature gap, since no previous studies have 

discussed the factors responsible for the successes or failures of the Lebanese 

revolutions. However, scholars have written about each case separately, and have 

implicitly given cause to why it succeeds or fails. Additionally, it will fill the 

methodological gap and do a comparative study between three different cases to 

answer the research question, enumerate the variables affecting the outcome of a 

revolution in Lebanon and finally prove that although the outcome of a revolution in 

Lebanon is influenced by the above listed variables, the position and the contribution 

of the powerful sectarian ruling elites and parties is responsible in defining the success 

or failure of the uprising or revolution. This research argues that the success or failure 

of a revolution in Lebanon is influenced by different factors namely, the position of 

the powerful sectarian ruling elites and parties regarding the revolution, the nature of 

the demands and the strategies of the revolution, the position of the army and security 

forces regarding the revolution and the political regime, and the support of foreign 

actors for the revolution. This research will shed light to the common features between 

the different protest movements in Lebanon and will highlight the factors that allow a 

revolution to succeed. It will combine the internal and external factors of the 

movements, as well as the international factors.  
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Chapter Three 

The 1952 Revolution 

 

The end of the First World War marked the formation of the state of Lebanon 

following the demise of the Ottoman Empire. And yet, it was during the Second World 

War that Lebanon had gained its independence on the 22nd November 1943 (Attieh, 

2004). On the eve of the independence, a national pact was formulated by the Lebanese 

Muslim and Christian political Leaders. The pact was the result of the relationship 

between internal Lebanese factions and regional and western powers. According to 

Attieh (2004), this internal-external contention has always been a principal theme of 

Lebanon’s modern history as well as a potential cause of instability. Regional and 

international events allowed the success of the Lebanese national pact which proved 

to be problematic when the regional balance changed. 

In the early 1950s, monarchies in the Middle East were swept away by wars 

and revolutions, as army rule was instated in several Arab States. Furthermore, the rise 

of Arab nationalism with Gamal Abdul Nasser was the main ideology of the period in 

the Arab region.  These events increased polarity between the Christian and Muslims 

in Lebanon, which severely affected the national pact, as the unsettled issue of 

Lebanon’s identity re-emerged. The national pact was a verbal agreement between the 

Leaders of the two main communities in Lebanon: Christians and Muslims; namely 

the Maronites and the Sunnis.  Bechara El Khoury and Riyad Al-Sulh agreed that while 

the Lebanese Christians would waive any alliance with France and guarantee that 

Lebanon would pursue a foreign policy aligned with that of the Arab world, the 

Muslims would recognize the existence of the newly independent Lebanon, and 
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separate from Syria. Al Sulh described the agreement as planning to Arabize the 

Christians and Lebanize the Muslims (Attieh, 2004). 

 

3. 1. Background 

3.1.1. Bechara El Khoury: A National Hero 

 

President Bechara El Khoury reigned for nine full years after being put into 

office by complex international pressures. He was fifty-three years old when he was 

elected by the parliament on September 21st 1943. Khoury received a disciplined and 

religious education, which included three years of Law in Paris. He was exiled to Cairo 

by the Ottomans during the First World War. And in 1920, he was welcomed by the 

France who appointed him as secretary general of the Lebanese government. Later on, 

he became prime-minister. Khoury then practiced private law, representing oil 

companies and other important customers, as he worked enthusiastically towards 

Lebanon’s independence from France. He also helped to establish the Constitutional 

Part. Khoury was a popular, trusted, and recognized man (Britt, 1953). 

Before his election, the choice lied between former president Emile Eddeh and 

Camille Chamoun. Eddeh was favored by the French, while Chamoun was pro-Britain. 

Yet, after the deadlock, a compromise led to the election of President Bechara El 

Khoury. But Chamoun was promised to be president after Khoury in exchange for him 

to step aside (Britt, 1953).  

Bechara became the symbol of independence in 1943. The new Lebanese 

parliament amended the constitution on November 9th 1943 and removed all clauses 

that tied back to France. Consequently, the French authorities imprisoned the 
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president, prime-minister, and several ministers that they found, including Camille 

Chamoun, who was The Minister of Interior. The Lebanese leaders were imprisoned 

in Rashayya, inside an old mountain fort. Constitution was suspended and Eddeh was 

installed as both Chief of State and head of the government. The Lebanese people came 

up with a strike until the prisoners were released (Britt, 1953). Khoury bounced back 

stronger than ever, especially with his great rival out of the picture, Emile Eddeh. 

Additionally, Chamoun was sent on a diplomatic appointment. In 1946, for a second 

time, Khoury became a hero after having announced that no foreign soldier remained 

stationed on Lebanese soil (Britt, 1953).  

 

3.1.2. Parliamentary Elections of 1947-1948 and re-election of Khoury 

 

According to the Lebanese constitution, the President of the Republic is elected 

by at least two thirds of the votes of the parliament for a term of six unrenewable years. 

1947 was Lebanon's first chance to try these procedures without direct interference 

from the West (Hudson, 1968). On May 1947, the parliamentary elections represented 

a sweep for Khoury. According to Britt (1953), these elections resulted in a parliament 

known as “the Puppet Parliament”. The government was accused of fraud and 

interference in the elections. Khoury was accused of manipulating the 1947 and 1948 

parliamentary elections, which was shown a year later when the president made use of 

his parliamentary majority to amend the constitution and suspend the non-renewal 

clause in his specific case (Hudson, 1968). Thus, Khoury remained in office and 

succeeded in renewing his term 1949-1955, mainly with the help of his Sunni 

counterpart, Riyad Al-Sulh despite the regional circumstances such as the war of 

Palestine of 1948, the military coup in Syria in 1949, and the attempted coup by the 
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Parti Politique Syrienne (PPS) against Khoury Al Sulh helped the president survive 

many crises. Riyad Al Sulh, Muslim politician, became reconciled with the idea of an 

independent Lebanon that is part of the wider Arab union. In 1943, he became the first 

prime-minister of independent Lebanon. Yet, when Khoury’s relationship with Al-

Solh started deteriorating, and his administration became highly corrupted, his wide 

base of support began to shrink (Attieh, 2004).   

 

3.1.3. Rise of the opposition 

 

Khoury's re-election was opposed by many notable characters, since it 

damaged the countries' institutions and stopped their ambitions. At the same time, the 

opposition gathered around Chamoun, after he had returned from London, to become 

minister of Interior. On the eve of Khoury’s re-election, Chamoun resigned from the 

cabinet. However, the president started to retire from his role of reigning, and turned 

his attention to the palace of Beiteddin, while the people in his circle ruled. He stopped 

going to the Serail and stayed at “The Palace” of Beiteddin and Beirut (Britt, 1953).  

Thus, the Khoury administration gave rise to a fierce opposition, which was 

triggered after the elections of 1947 despite an exceptional economic growth. The 

parliamentary elections were designed to give Khoury the two-third majority votes 

needed to amend the constitution and renew his term. 

The increasing power of Khoury, especially after his re-election, and his 

brother Selim, alienated his previous allies and affected the traditional balance of 

power (Attieh, 2004). This accelerated the president’s departure. Yet, other factors led 

to the rise of the opposition: the defeat of the Arabs in Palestine, the profiteering of the 
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“president’s men”. Moreover, the final blow to the Khoury administration was the 

assassination of Riyad al-Sulh in 1951, in Jordan by a member of the PPS as revenge 

for the execution of Antoun Saade, founder of the party, by the Sulh government in 

1949(Traboulsi, 2007). 

The opposition started mobilizing and created the Committee of National 

Liberation in 1949. In early 1950, Opposing forces and figures formed a coalition 

named “the Patriotic Socialist Front (PSF)” led by Kamal Jomblat, Pierre Edde, 

Raymond Edde, Kamil Chamoun, the Najjadeh, the phalange, the LCP, and the PSNS 

(Traboulsi, 2007). 

Among the first to speak out against the Khoury administration was Abdul 

Hamid Karami, former prime-minister. Karami said that the president perceived the 

state as an estate to be invested in only to be reaped for his own selfish gain. For 

instance, his family members and others he took a liking to, held high office positions 

and had considerable influence in the state. Moreover, Bakhsheesh was practiced as a 

simple business administration. Corruption was rooted deep in its bases. Britt (1953) 

stated “the courts of justice became political agencies, imprisonment for little apparent 

reason lasted for weeks, protected gangsters thrived on violence and smuggling, and 

all protest was silenced”. 

 

3. 2. The 1952 Revolution 

3.2.1. Background of the Revolution 

 

In early 1952, the situation in the country started deteriorating. During the 

previous months, the state was hit by an economic crisis which reached the population 
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in several areas: the increase of unemployment, high cost of living, and prevalent 

despair. The president of the republic, Bechara el Khoury, had been in office since 

1943 and was surrounded by people who isolated him from public opinion which made 

him fail to realize the strength of the popular opposition to his administration which 

had been growing over time. The 1951 general elections resulted in the rise of a small 

and unorganized parliamentary opposition which was a real blow to his administration. 

Furthermore, the assassination of the ex-prime minister Riad Al Sulh in Jordan 

deprived the majority party from its strongest Muslim leader (J.L, 1953). 

Economically, efforts to improve the stagnation triggered by the loss of the Palestine 

market and the economic break with Syria failed. The signature of a new agreement 

with Syria in February 1952 proved unsuccessful. Moreover, trade scandals became 

apparent. For example, the donation of 10,000 cases of corned beef for the Palestinian 

refugees by Eva Peron, were sold on the black market by the deputy who requested 

the donation (J.L, 1953).    

  The agreement with several foreign oil companies proved unsatisfactory to the 

demonstrators. Additionally, public opinion shifted to the outcome of the American 

Technical Aid under the Point Four Program, which was led by a fake propaganda, 

rising the hopes of the Lebanese. Another sign of corruption was the rise of crimes, 

violence, and criminal assaults done by the political elites’ men. Besides all that, 

criminal attacks were orchestrated on members of the press. Criminals were protected 

by the president. These events led the newspapers to increase their onslaught on 

Khoury and his administration. 

In the 1940s, the activities of Khoury and his administration in the regional and 

international arenas were the source of its power, especially the friendly relations with 

the countries of the region and the West. These relations guaranteed stability and 
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provided the regime with foreign support to maintain its rule. In the early 1950s, the 

government was challenged by severe difficulties on the domestic and international 

arenas. The regional and international grounds became a threat to the regime.  The 

Khoury administration could not act effectively in the face of such challenges arising 

from Israel and Syria. In the cold war, the administration was unable to take a pro-

western orientation, which damaged its relations with its traditional Western allies. 

Moreover, the attitudes of Western countries toward the perpetuation of the Khoury 

regime was centered on whether or not it will be able to resist the dangers of the rise 

of communism in the region. The Americans thought that the Khoury administration 

will not be able to contend with the threat (Zisser, 1953). Consequently, Khoury lost 

Western Support and could not rely on the West to guarantee stability.  

Lebanon supported the efforts of the West to defend the region. Yet, the 

country was reluctant to commit to the United States: the Lebanese leaders echoed 

their desire to join the Middle Eastern Defense Command in closed forums. However, 

in public, they supported the Egyptian position which refused to join the command. 

This inconsistency in the Lebanese position weakened the regime (Zisser, 1953). 

The region was affected by the Arabs' defeat in the Palestine War which caused 

a spread of dissatisfaction to several countries in the region. Lebanon, was being 

disturbed by several events at that time: the Egyptian revolution in July 1952, the 

instability in Syria, the paralysis of the Arab League. The latter deprived Lebanon from 

its support. Lastly, another threat was the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948, 

which put Lebanon into an economic hardship due to the influx of the Palestinian 

refugees. Also, the relations of the Maronite leaders with Israel shackled the relation 

between the country’s Christians and Muslims as well as the ties with the Arab region.  
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3.2.2. The 1952 Crisis 

 

Lebanon, like some countries in the Region, had experienced political turmoil 

in 1952. Nevertheless, the Lebanese case was described as a real revolution where 

public pressure for reform and change led to the demise of the regime and termed as 

“the rose-water revolution” because of its peaceful nature. The 1952 revolution took 

place within the framework of the constitution and led to the reinforcement of the 

political system (J.L, 1953).  

On May 31, 1952, following violence against members of the press, Jomblat, 

who was the owner of al Anba newspaper, wrote an article attacking the Khoury 

regime and calling for his resignation “They were put in by foreigners, let the people 

turn them out”. This article spurred the revolution. The issue was seized by the 

authorities. Later, with the support of seven deputies, a question was written for the 

government on the incident. The article included the full text, which allowed seven of 

the principal papers to legitimately publish it. However, they were suppressed and 

trials lasted for two weeks. In response, a strike was launched by the press, and the 

capital remained without newspapers for three consecutive days. Also, the press 

decided to boycott the members of the government by refusing to post any official 

statements or pictures for any of them (J.L, 1953).  

Supporters of the Progressive Socialist Party (P.S.P.) gathered around the 

Palace of Justice on the day of al Anba hearing. The army did not interfere but was 

present in case of distress. Likewise, policemen were all over the main roads. People 

were stopped and searched. Free defense services were offered to these papers, by 

lawyers who were also deputies in the Lebanese parliament. The newspapers called 

for another strike the following month, which lasted for three weeks. Many editors 
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escaped detention and fled to Syria, requesting political asylum (J.L, 1953). This 

struggle spread to the people who were encouraged by the deposition of the regime in 

Egypt. 

The leaders of the Socialist National Front, elected in 1951, organized a series 

of protests, rallies, and strikes which were concluded by a massive rally in Deir el 

Qamar on the 27th of August 1952.  This marked a turning point as it was the first time 

that the president was openly attacked. The latter was unable to control the situation 

and end the demonstrations. Furthermore, by shutting down the newspapers, the 

opposition toughened (Hudson, 1968). The PSF adopted a program of democratic and 

anti-monopolist policies, mostly inspired by Jomblat’s Progressive Socialist Party. The 

program included several political and social reforms: the freedom of press and 

political parties, independence of the judiciary, and removal of the noble titles. The 

program also called for employment insurance, and social security. In the rally, 

Jomblat called for the abolition of the sectarian quotas in the elections to the 

parliament. He also called for the resignation of the president if he is not able to apply 

those reforms (Traboulsi, 2007). Newspapers started denouncing the corruption of the 

regime. 

The Khoury government started weakening despite it making up a significant 

majority of the parliament. It became impossible to ignore the public's opinion and 

discomfort. The situation needed to be mended. Yet, the privilege of the president’s 

men was untouchable. Prime minister Sami el Sulh, cousin of Riyad el Solh, wanted 

to introduce reforms but was pressured by the President and his entourage. His cabinet 

started collapsing. Later, in a special parliamentary session in August 28, Sulh 

exploded: he delivered a speech about the regime’s corruption and announced his 

resignation. In his speech, he administered a final blow to the Khoury administration. 
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Yet, Sulh did not give his resignation to the president. Khoury then, dismissed him by 

decree and appointed Saeb Salam as Prime Minister, which was considered 

unconstitutional (J.L, 1953). 

A series of strikes disrupted the life in Beirut.  The opposition was divided 

between two groups: the extra-parliamentary opposition which wanted a neutral 

government with complete power to launch reforms, but without touching Khoury. On 

the contrary, the parliamentary opposition party of the PSF called for a general strike 

until the president's resignation. On September 17th 1952, a general strike was declared 

by the Patriotic Socialist Front (PSF). This strike remained until the resignation of 

Khoury. Bakers, taxi-drivers stopped working. Lawyers went on strike and the 

Lebanese courts were closed. Also, for six months, consumers boycotted the payment 

of taxes and refused to pay their electricity bills (Traboulsi,2007). There were 

controversies over the nationalization of the electricity company and the change of 

personal status legislation. Cost of living in the capital, wholesale price index had 

risen. Unemployment had reached at least 50,000 people. Scandals were reported in 

the capital’s municipality and the Ministry of Economy, armed forces were purged, 

payments of electricity taxes were boycotted which led to a power shutdown, media 

and taxi drivers struck. All these events spurred the opposition. The Khoury 

administration tried their hands at a  reform, but did not succeed in enhancing the 

situation (Hudson, 1968).  Also, a parliamentary note was signed by a number of  

deputies calling for the resignation of the president. However, Khoury resisted and 

refused the parliamentary note. The administration tried again to silence the 

newspapers. Those who published Sulh’s statement were detained. Also, the papers 

were prohibited to publish the manifesto of the PSF.  
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In response, Khoury gathered fifty-eight Deputies in Aley, where they declared 

their full trust in the president. This declaration empowered the president who refused 

Salam’s resignation. However, Salam insisted on his resignation. Khoury’s last resort 

was the ex-prime minister Hussein Al Oueini. The latter approved but on condition 

that he obtains the support of the army and that Khoury agrees to leave the country for 

six months. Yet, General Chehab, Chief of the army, refused to use the army against 

the people. 

 

3.2.3. President Khoury’s resignation 

 

Efforts to form a new cabined failed since many political leaders, especially 

the Sunnis refused to cooperate with Khoury (Hudson, 1952). Moreover, the president 

of the Republic called for the commander of the army, General Fouad Chehab, to use 

force against the protestors and end the demonstrations. The latter refused to engage 

the army against the protestors. Consequently, after seeing the increased opposition to 

the president’s policies, and the repetitive resignation of three of his prime-ministers 

Khoury announced his resignation on the 18th of September 1952 (Traboulsi, 2007). 

Then, General Chehab was nominated by Khoury as Head of State and Premier to 

maintain order until the elections of a new president. 

After nine years in office, Khoury, was forced to resign and leave the 

presidential seat to Camille Chamoun, his major rival. His unseating coincided with 

dramatic events that shook the region such as the Egyptian Revolution, the 

assassination of King Abdallah, and the crisis in neighboring Syria.  Khoury’s 

deposition was mainly the result of the joined forces of the opposition and a wide 

consensus to remove him. According to Hudson (1968), the deposition was the result 
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the departure of Riyad Al Sulh, Khoury’s traditional partner. Additionally, Salibi 

(2007) states that it was the activities of the opposition, namely Jomblat and Chamoun, 

coupled with the drifting away from Sulh that led to the downfall. 

 

3. 3. Conclusion 

 

Even though it was accelerated by the weakening of his government in the 

inter-Arab and international grounds, Khoury’s overthrow was essentially carried out 

by traditional Lebanese political elites who were disappointed with the increase in 

power of the president and his family, which was highlighted in his amendment of the 

constitution to extend his term. Moreover, the political leaders saw him as a threat to 

the country’s political and social stability. The balance sustaining the country’s 

political and social system was shaken due to Khoury’s unbalanced power, threatening 

the status of the traditional power factors. Those factors led to the rise of the opposition 

against Khoury in order to overthrow him.   

Finally, Khoury’s overthrow was the result of four factors: First, the opposition 

of the main components of the Lebanese society: Most of the political parties in 1952 

were in favor of the protests, and the main demand was the resignation of the President 

of the Republic Bechara el Khoury. The opposition comprised the main components 

of the Lebanese society as well as the powerful political parties especially the 

Christian, Druze, and Sunni political parties. Second, the refusal of the army to 

intervene against the protestors and its decision to stay neutral. Third, Khoury was 

seen as a burden to the West, who did not decisively precipitate for his deposition, 

rather, they contributed to it and sped it up. Fourth, the protestors did not demand 
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change to the political system, but instead, the resignation of the President, who was a 

main source of corruption, as well as a threat to the balance of power in the country.  
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Chapter Four 

Lebanon’s Cedar “Revolution” 

 

4. 1. Introduction 

 

  A turning point in Lebanese history arose when the former Prime Minister 

Rafik A Hariri was assassinated in Beirut on the 14th of February, 2005. Hariri’s 

assassination was preceded by increasing tensions between him and the Syrian regime 

over Syria’s increasing interference in Lebanon’s political affairs, namely its pressure 

to amend the constitution and renew President Emile Lahoud’s term in Office. In 

response to that, a series of massive protests, coupled with heavy international 

pressure, called for the end of the Syrian occupation in Lebanon that had lasted for 

three decades.   

Syria’s presence in Lebanon dates back to 1976, where it intervened in the 

country’s civil war that was started in 1975. At the end of the 15 year-long civil war, 

Syria refused to withdraw its troops and extensive intelligence from Lebanon, and 

continued to directly control the government. Syria justified its presence in the country 

with the threat of the Israeli occupation in South Lebanon (Zimmer, 2005). Yet, after 

the withdrawal of the Israeli forces, Syria maintained its presence in Lebanon. 

According to Zimmer (2005), opposition to the Syrian occupation was at first limited 

to two of Lebanon’s principal sects: the Druze and the Christians. Whereas Lebanon’s 

Muslims were accommodating, with the Shias supporting the occupation.  
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The breaking point was when the Syrian occupation pushed through the 

Lebanese Parliament, with an amendment to the Lebanese Constitution, and stopping 

the presidential elections. Furthermore, they renewed the Term of President Emile 

Lahoud. As a result to that, Hariri opposed the Syrian presence. This tipped the scales 

in favor of the opposition. Moreover, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 

with the support of the United States and France, passed the 1459 Resolution calling 

for the full withdrawal of Syria from the country and the demolishing all Lebanese 

militant factions, including Hezbollah. Unable to withstand national and international 

opposition, Syria remained in the country until the 2005 protests (Zimmer, 2005).  

 

4. 2. Background of the Revolution 

 

In 1975, the political situation in Lebanon was unstable. The population was 

divided along sectarian lines. And as the result of that, a civil war broke in the country, 

sparked by the events of 26th of February, 1975 in Sidon, where demonstrators clashed 

with the army and security forces. This clash led to the death of a powerful Sunni 

Leader, Maarouf Saad. Later, the Lebanese civil war started following an attack on a 

Palestinian Bus in Ain El Remmaneh on April 13 (Rowayeb, 2011).  

  To end Lebanon’s 15-year long civil war, The Taif Agreement was negotiated 

in Taif, Saudi Arabia in September 1989. This agreement included a Syrian-Lebanese 

security agreement to bring the withdrawal of the Israeli Forces from the Lebanese 

territory. The agreement requested for Syria to assist and help the Lebanese 

government in its implementation (Najem, 2000). In terms of sovereignty, the Taif 

implied that after the rebuilding of the country’s institution, the revitalizing of the 
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economy, and the reunification of the army, the Syrian military should be redeployed 

following a bilateral agreement between Lebanon and Syria. Thus, the basis of Syria’s 

hegemony in Lebanon was included in several aspects of the Taif (Harris, 2006). Syria 

was in an undisputed position to dictate the interpretation and implementation of the 

accord. Consequently, Syria acted according to its goals and needs and took over most 

of the aspects of Lebanon’s political life (Najem, 2000).  

The Syrian hegemony took over all the levels of the Lebanese Government and 

paralyzed its institution and consociational democracy As Geukjian (2017) states, 

Syria aimed to guarantee that its allies would reach a significant percentage of 

parliamentary seats and consequently, control presidential elections, cabinet 

formation, and the legislation. Syria intervened in the formation of electoral alliances 

and required the inclusion of its allies on certain lists, which was evident in the 

parliamentary elections of 1992, 1996, and 2000. 

 

4.2.1. Rise of Rafik Hariri 

 

  The elections of 1992 were administered according to Syria’s agenda and 

resulted in the success of Pro-Syrian candidates. Because of this fact, the United States 

asked for the withdrawal of the Syrian troops. Moreover, France condemned the 

holding of elections under foreign occupation. Yet, the results of the elections were 

accepted by the West under the promise that Syria would withdraw from the majority 

of the Lebanese territories and appoint a stronger government. With many international 

pressures, namely from Saudi Arabia, Rafik Hariri, a billionaire with ties to Saudi 

Arabia and the West, was appointed as prime-minister (Najem, 2000). The Syrian 

government recognized that Hariri was able to bring foreign aid and loans to help in 
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the implementation of the Taif. Hariri succeeded to a certain extent in Lebanon's 

recovery, yet he accepted Syria’s conditions and supremacy. With the help of his 

partners, he established a company for Development and the reconstruction of Beirut's 

“Solidere”. Nevertheless, Hariri’s policies were heavily criticized because they relied 

on loans, which highly increased Lebanon’s debt, reaching up to 40% of the annual 

budget in 1997 (Geukjian, 2017). When Hariri was appointed as Prime Minister, Nabih 

Berri was elected as Speaker of The Parliament. According to the Taif accord, Syria 

was supposed to withdraw its forces starting September of the year 1992. Yet, the 

summit meeting between Syria and Lebanon, held in Damascus in December 1992, 

did not mention Syria’s redeployment. The “Troika” consisted of Hariri, Hrawi, and 

Berri. Hariri was considered the most powerful among them in the economic recovery 

program. Hariri’s role was considered vital for the improvement of the Lebanese 

economy, he was the only one from the Troika who launched a political and economic 

program (Najem, 2000).  

Following the 2000 parliamentary elections, Hariri was re-appointed as prime-

minister. His return imposed an increasing polarization in the Lebanese establishment. 

The regime was split into two parts: the first one was the majority, headed by Hariri 

and loosely supported by Jomblat and moderate Christian deputies. The second part 

was the security apparatus, headed by the Lahoud and the intelligence agency chiefs, 

aligned with Hezbollah and a faction of ministers. The Hariri’s camp was supported 

by the Maronite Patriarch Sfeir while Berri and his Amal movement leaned towards 

the Lahoud bloc (Harris, 2006). Furthermore, Hariri’s relationship with Hezbollah was 

problematic especially during the 2002 clashes between them and Israel. Hariri 

opposed Hezbollah’s military escalation. Hariri’s vision was threatened by Lahoud's 



 37 

refusal of privatization, Hezbollah’s clashes with Israel, and Lebanon’s security 

situation. 

 

4.2.2. The Lebanese-Syrian Crisis 

 

  The US invasion of Iraq in 2003 put Syria in a difficult situation. As The United 

States accused Syria of being a transit route for “Jihadis” and Saddam supporters, who 

planned attacks on US forces from Syrian territories. Consequently, U.S. officials 

started opposing openly Syria’s occupation of Lebanon. In 2003, two acts were passed 

by the US Congress: the Syrian Accountability Act and the Lebanese Sovereignty 

Restoration Act. Yet, the Lebanese ruling elites rejected both these Acts (Geukjian, 

2017). For the first time, the term “Syrian Occupation of Lebanon” was used by the 

US Secretary. In light of regional and international unrest, Syria reduced the number 

of its troops by almost a half during the US invasion of Iraq.  

  France and the United States joined against Asad (Harris, 2006). On September 

2nd 2004, they sponsored the U.N. Security Council Resolution 1559 calling for the 

withdrawal of all foreign forces from the Lebanese territories and the disarmament of 

militias, especially Hezbollah and holding free and fair elections, without external 

pressure (UN Resolution, 1595). Nevertheless, the U.N.'s resolution was not respected 

and the Lebanese parliament convened and amended the constitution a day after the 

adoption of the U.N. Resolution, allowing the extension of Lahoud’s term.  

The Relations between Hariri and the Syrian president deteriorated following 

Asad’s pressure to extent Lahoud’s term for another three years in 2004. The Lebanese 

prime minister bowed to his orders and the constitutional amendment was approved 

by the parliament. Hariri’s agreement came after death threats and intimidations by the 
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Syrian security regime. In response, he resigned on the 20th of October 2020. His exit 

from office came with the lifting of the U.S. cover for Syria’s hegemony. Lahoud’s 

extension also increased the opposition against Syria, namely Jomblat, and the 

Maronite Patriarch. According to Harris (2006), the Syrian-Lebanese security regime 

oppressed the visible opposition, mainly Jomblat’s Progessive Socialist Party. Druze 

villages in the Chouf were attacked by the Lebanese Security Forces in September. 

Also, Marwan Hamadeh, who resigned from the government after the constitutional 

amendment, was badly injured by a roadside bomb in October. Hariri was replaced by 

Omar Karami, a pro-Syrian leader. 

The opposition formed by The Quornat Shehwan gathering, the Future 

Movement, the Progressive Socialist Party, and the Free Patriotic Movement (Headed 

by General Michel Aoun who was still in exile) met on December 13 at the Bristol 

Hotel in Beirut and denounced Syria and the Karami government. Hariri was at the 

time, working for the opposition behind the scenes.  His support of the opposing camp 

gave it impressive power. He wanted to deploy his resources to rally the Sunnis and 

others to overturn the pro-Syrian government in the parliamentary elections of 2005. 

He also made it clear that his aim was Lebanon’s independence from Syria. On 

February 2nd, the opposition's camp supported publicly the full withdrawal of the 

Syrian forces from Lebanon (Harris, 2006). On the 14th of February 2005, Hariri was 

assassinated in the heart of Beirut by a massive bomb explosion. According to 

Geukjian (2017), Hariri’s assassination came after he had decided to publicly join the 

opposition.  
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4. 3. The 2005 Cedar “Revolution” 

 

  The massive explosion had major local, regional, and international 

repercussions. The opposition accused Syrian-Lebanese security apparatus for the 

assassination. Two days after Hariri’s assassination, tens of thousands of mourners 

gathered for the funeral in Beirut. His family rejected the government’s offer to hold 

a state funeral and advised the opposition, namely the Lebanese pro-Syrian leaders to 

stay away (Hermant, 2005). According to Hemady, Schiller, and Zahar (2006), 

mourners demanded to know the truth and called for Syria’s withdrawal from 

Lebanon. They were united under the Lebanese flag. Furthermore, young people who 

participated in the protests painted the Lebanese flag on their faces and nails, wore 

bracelets and pins all bearing a clear, simple message “al haqiqa” (Hemady et al. 

,2006). University students from a majority of Lebanese political parties, set up tents 

in the Martyr’s square and claimed to maintain their resistance till the withdrawal of 

the Syrian forces.  Samir Kassir stated “Beirut was the beating heart of a new Arab 

nationalism…This Nationalism is based on the free will of citizens, male and female. 

And this is what the tyrannical regime should fear more than anything else if it tarries 

about ending its hegemony over Beirut and Lebanon” (Annahar, 2005). 

 

4.3.1. The 8 and 14 March Coalitions 

 

The Assassination of Hariri has forced the Lebanese to stand against each other 

in regards to Syria’s presence in Lebanon and its role in the Lebanese politics. The 

Future Movement, led by Hariri’s family, was the main actor in organizing the protests 

and providing the demonstrators with logical and financial resources. Along with other 
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political parties such as the Lebanese Forces, the Free Patriotic Movement, the Qornet 

Shahwan Gathering, the Progressive Socialist Front (PSP), the Kataeb, they formed 

the 14th of March coalition. They were joined by protestors from all sects, ages, and 

backgrounds (Rowayheb, 2011). The civil society groups that participated in the 

protests included student groups, syndicates, women groups, academics and trade 

unions. The Protestors were supported by the Lebanese and International Media which 

provided lengthy and encouraging coverage (Schlotterbeck, 2009). 

The opposition, who had been developing over the years amongst the leaders 

of the Sunnis, Christians, and Druze, launched its protest movement, which was later 

known as the “Cedar Revolution” (Rowayheb, 2011). The March 14th coalition 

organized several protests. They called for an “Independence Intifada” and demanded 

Syria’s withdrawal in addition to the resignation of the government. Blanford (2006) 

stated ‘Liberation, Sovereignty, Independence’ would become their battle cry and ‘Al-

Haqiqa’ (The Truth) behind Hariri’s death their objective”.   

The March 14th coalition was opposed by the Pro-Syrian Bloc, also known as 

March 8th, which was headed by the Hezbollah. Following Al-Assad announcement of 

Syria’s withdrawal from Lebanon, the pro-Syrian coalition organized a rally on March 

8th, as Support to the Syrian regime (Wilson, 2005).  

 

4.3.2. Demands of the Protestors 

 

  In response to Hariri's untimely death, hundreds of thousands protested against 

the Syrian military presence in Lebanon. The protestors demanded the Truth. Their 

main requests were the end of the Syrian presence in Lebanon, the establishment of an 
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international commission to investigate the murder of Hariri, and the resignation of 

President Emile Lahoud as well as the pro-Syrian Karami government.  

 

4.3.3. International Reaction to the Protests 

 

In Response to the Killing of Hariri, the U.S administration did not directly 

accuse Syria, yet, it was made clear by William Burns' speech (A U.S. 

Representative at Hariri’s funeral), in which he stated “Mr. Hariri's death should give 

– in fact it must give – renewed impetus to achieving a free, independent and 

sovereign Lebanon.  And what that means is the complete and immediate withdrawal 

by Syria of all of its forces in Lebanon” (Abdel Kader, 2008). 

The International Community perceived the revolution as an opportunity to 

turn up the pressure on Syria to withdraw its forces from Lebanon. The United States. 

And France, armed with the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) Resolution 

1559 and supported by major countries in the region such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia, 

called for Syria's withdrawal, which will reduce its influence in the region (Safa, 2006). 

In response to the killing of Hariri, an International fact-finding mission, led by Peter 

Fitzgerald, was sent to Beirut on the 25th February 2005 (The New Humanitarian, 

2006).  

  In April, the US and France both presented a draft Resolution for the United 

Nations Security Council for an international investigation on Hariri’s murder, 

condemning the terrorist bombing in which Hariri was assassinated.  On April 7, the 

UNSC Resolution 1595 was passed. The Security Council increased pressure on 

Damascus, especially with the issuing of the UNSC Resolution 1636, which called for 

Syrian cooperation with the investigation group (Geukjian, 2014).  
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4.3.4. The Protests: A Timeline 

 

On February 16, 2005, The Funeral of Lebanon’s former prime minister turned 

into a mass rally, unifying the country’s numerous sects (Sakr, 2005). According to Al 

Jazeera (2005), thousands of mourners took over the streets chanting slogans against 

the Syrian presence in Lebanon while calling for the resignation of the pro-Syrian 

Karami government.  

Following Hariri’s assassination, the anti-Syrian opposition met in Beirut and 

launched the “Independence Intifada" (Al Jazeera, 2005). 40 of the 128 deputies, in 

addition to political activists and academics, participated in the meeting (New York 

Times, 2005). The coalition accused the pro-Syrian government and the Syrian leaders 

behind them of the murder. Consequently, they called for the resignation of the 

Lebanese government and urged the parliament to suspend all the debates, unrelated 

to the assassination until the whole truth was revealed (Al Jazeera, 2005). The coalition 

also called for the formation of a neutral cabinet to protect the Lebanese people and 

guarantee the full withdrawal of the Syrian forces.  

  On the 21st of February, the first protest was held. Demonstrators did not care 

for the government warnings about the dangers of such protests. White and red scarves 

were worn as a symbol of Martyrdom. In response, Syria’s Foreign Minister, Walid 

Mouaellem, announced on February 24th, the redeployment of the Syrian forces into 

the Bekaa valley in accordance with the Taif. Yet, the United Nations and the United 

States called for the full Syrian withdrawal and the implementation of the Security 

Council Resolution 1559. On the 26th February, a human chain was formed, linking St 

Georges to Hariri’s grave (Blanford, 2006). 
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On the 28th of February 2005, Prime minister Omar Karami announced the 

resignation of his government due to popular pressure: for instance, the leaders of the 

opposition blamed the government for its involvement in Hariri’s assassination in 

addition to protestors outside the Serail who repeated the same accusations” (Hemady 

et al. ,2006). Thus, it was the demonstrators’ first victory.  

The army tried to prevent the demonstrators from reaching the capital. By 

setting up checkpoints and roadblocks on the principal highway leading to Beirut. 

Nevertheless, a considerable number of protestors gathered, holding the Lebanese 

national Flag. Blanford (2006) wrote that some people joked with the soldiers, others 

threw rose petals claiming “The army are our brothers and stand by us not against us”. 

Rowaybeb (2011) states “During the protests of 2005, it was clearly noticeable that 

the direct contact of protestors with the army and the security forces was peaceful and 

amicable. Many hugged the soldiers, gave them flowers and took pictures with them”. 

Furthermore, the security forces adopted a non-intervention policy and did not follow 

the government’s orders to stop the protest.  

  On March 5th, following international pressure to implement the 1559 

Resolution, the Syrian president announced the withdrawal of the Syrian troops in two 

stages, but did not specify a clear deadline. On March 8th, the opposition, mainly the 

Shi’a Hezbollah and Amal Parties, staged a massive rally in support of Syria and 

against the Security Council's resolution in the Riad el Solh Square (Hemady et al, 

2006).  

  On March 14th, the largest demonstration took place. Tens of thousands of 

demonstrators took over the streets and called for the end of the Syrian occupation and 

its complete withdrawal (Zimmer, 2005). The main demands of the protest were the 

resignation of the Karami government as well as President Lahoud, the withdrawal of 
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the Syrian forces, the formation of an international commission to investigate the 

murder of Hariri, the resignation of the pro-Syrian elites who were accused of the 

assassination, and lastly the organization of free and fair elections (Rowayheb, 2011). 

The March 14th coalition also planned a sit-in in Downtown Beirut that lasted for 68 

days. They took care of the protests’ logistics and provided the protestors with food, 

water and tents. Also, they organized fun and artistic activities to entertain the 

demonstrators. These protests were primarily organized by Hariri’s Future Movement, 

which provided logistics and financial resources to the demonstrators. The 14th of 

March movement had contributed financially: transportation with buses was provided 

all over Lebanon. Also, according to Rowayheb (2011), heavy campaigns were 

launched on the Televisions, Radios, and Newspapers, inciting the Lebanese to protest. 

After 26 years of military occupation, Syria withdrew its troops completely from 

Beirut on April 26th (Geukjian,2017) and the revolution succeeded in achieving its 

objectives. 

 

4. 4. Conclusion 

 

Finally, the protestors demonstrated against the Syrian Occupation and called 

for the resignation of the Karami Government as well as the Pro-Syrian President 

Emile Lahoud, the full withdrawal of the Syrian forces from Lebanon, and the 

establishment of an international commission to investigate the assassination of 

Lebanon’s most influential Sunni leader, Rafic Hariri. Almost all the political demands 

of the protestors were achieved, except the resignation of President Emile Lahoud. 

Furthermore, the revolution was supported by the March 14th alliance, formed by a 

coalition Christian, Druze and Sunni political parties. Yet, the two major Shi’a parties 
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Hezbollah and Amal were against the revolution but did not attempt to stop it. Rather, 

the March 8 and March 14 coalitions worked together to separate the demonstrators 

and prevent any clash. The March 8 alliance only organized a pro-Syrian protest. On 

the International scene, there was strong regional and international support for the 

protestors and opposition to the Syrian political and military intervention in Lebanon. 

Three of the UN Security Council members, the United States, France, and the United 

Kingdom, started to oppose the role of Syria in Lebanese politics. Two UNSC 

resolutions were drafted in 2004, and 2005, calling for the withdrawal of the Syrian 

troops from Beirut. Another factor responsible of the success of the 2005 revolution 

was the neutrality of the army, which returned to its policy of non-intervention and 

refused to stop the protestors.   
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Chapter Five 

The 1952 and 2005 Revolutions: Causes of Success 

 

5.1. Introduction 

 

After analyzing the 1952 and 2005 Revolutions, this research concluded that 

they shared some similarities: As they both started as peaceful rallies, used the same 

techniques (Demonstrations, strikes, sit-ins) and involved a large number of 

demonstrators over a long period of time. In both cases, protestors succeeded in 

achieving their objectives. Several features were responsible for the success of these 

revolutions such as the position of the powerful sectarian ruling elites and parties 

regarding the revolution, the nature of the demands and the strategies of the revolution, 

the position of the army and security forces regarding the revolution and the political 

regime, and the support of foreign actors for the revolution.     

 

5.2. Factors responsible of the Success of the 1952 and 2005 

Revolutions 

5.2.1. Position of the powerful sectarian ruling elites and parties  

 

In 1952 and 2005 the majority of the main political parties were in favor of the 

protests and against Khoury. In 1952, “the Patriotic Socialist Front (PSF) was formed 
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by most of the Christian, Druze, and Sunni political parties. The Coalition included 

Kamal Jomblat, Pierre Edde, Raymond Edde, Kamil Chamoun, the Najjadeh, the 

phalange, the LCP, and the PSNS. The Opposition launched a program of democratic 

and anti-monopolist policies and organized several rallies and strikes (Hudson, 1968).  

Moreover, the refusal of the Sunnis to cooperate with Khoury played a major role in 

his resignation (Hudson, 1952). In 2005, the majority of the Christian, Sunnis, and 

Druze political parties formed the March 14th coalition. They were against the Syrian 

presence in Lebanon. Following Hariri’s assassination, they launched the 

“Independence Intifada (Rowayheb, 2014).  The March 14th alliance organized several 

protests and sit-ins and provided logistics and financial resources to the protestors. 

Nevertheless, Hezbollah and Amal, the two main Shi’a parties, were pro-Syria and 

against the revolution, but they did not try an attempt at stoping it. They only organized 

a pro-Syrian rally in support of the Assad Regime (Rowayheb, 2011).  

 

 

5.2.2.  Nature of the demands and the strategies of the revolution 

 

In both 1952 and 2005, the protestors had clear and specific demands. For 

instance, in 1952 the main demand was the resignation of the President Bechara el 

Khoury. In 2005, the protestors had a clear set of demands such as the resignation of 

the pro-Syrian Karami cabinet and the president of the Republic, the withdrawal of the 

Syria from Lebanon, and the formation of an international commission to investigate 

the murder of Hariri.  

In those two cases, similar strategies were used; both were peaceful protests. In 1952, 

the opposition, who formed the Patriotic Socialist Front, planned several protests, 
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rallies, and strikes which were concluded by a huge demonstration in Der el Qamar 

(Traboulsi,2007). The Press played a role in the success of the 1952 revolution: the 

former was encouraged by a newspaper article written by Kamal Jumblat in the Anba 

Newspaper. In 2005, the opposition to the Syrian presence in Lebanon, who formed 

the March 14th Coalition, organized several protests and rallies, the biggest was on 

March 14. They also planned a sit-in which lasted for 68 days (Rowayheb, 2011).  

Furthermore, a human chain was formed on February 26, linking St Georges (where 

Hariri was assassinated) to his grave (Blanford, 2006). Also, according to Rowayheb 

(2011), they contributed to the launch of heavy campaigns on the Media to incite the 

Lebanese people to protest. 

 

5.2.3. Position of the Army and Security Forces  

 

     The Position of the army and security forces heavily affected the outcome of the 

revolution. Their neutral stance and refusal to intervene against the protestors was a 

main factor that led to the success of the 1952 and 2005 protests. In 1952, Khoury 

requested the help of the army in order to stop the protests. Yet, General Fouad 

Chehab, who was the commander of the army, refused to use force against the 

demonstrators and thus, end the protests (Traboulsi, 2007). With the absence of the 

army’s support, Khoury could not stand against the opposition and resigned.  However, 

as stated before, the Lebanese Army, whose commander was pro-Syrian, tried to 

prevent the protestors from reaching the demonstration in 2005, Yet, the contact 

between the protestors and the army was friendly and peaceful (Rowayheb, 2011). As 

for the security forces, they adopted a policy of non-intervention and refused to comply 

with the government’s orders to stop the demonstrations.  



 49 

5.2.4. Support of Foreign Actors to the Revolution 

 

Unlike in 2005, the international community did not directly intervene in the 

1952 protests. In 1952, the Western and regional countries did not directly intervene 

in the Lebanese events. Prior to his demise, Khoury’s relations with his traditional 

Western allies deteriorated due to the inability of the Lebanese government to take a 

pro-western orientation during the cold war. Consequently, after being the source of 

stability to the Khoury administration, the regional and international arenas became a 

threat to the regime (Zisser, 1953). Moreover, the Lebanese president was seen as 

unable to content with the threat of the rise of communism in the region, which 

deprived him from Western and American Support. Consequently, Khoury was 

perceived as a burden to the West, who did not decisively precipitate for his overthrow, 

yet, they contributed to it and accelerated it. 

In 2005, the West, namely the United States and France, considered the 

assassination of Hariri as an indictment of the Assad and the Lebanese governments 

and called for the immediate Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon. The regional scene was 

similar. For instance, the Saudi King Abdullah accused the Syrian president “You 

don’t know who killed him while the whole world knows?” (Harris, 2006). 

Furthermore, the United Nations Security Council issued the 1595 resolution for an 

international investigation on Hariri’s murder, denouncing the terrorist blast in which 

he was killed (Geukjian, 2014).  Thus, the international community (namely the United 

States, France, Saudi Arabia and Egypt) sided with the protestors against Damascus, 

which was one of the main causes responsible for the Syrian withdrawal and the 

success of the Cedar “Revolution”.  
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5.3.  Conclusion 

 

  The 1952 and 2005 Lebanese Revolutions succeeded in achieving their 

objectives due to several factors: from the characteristics of the movement itself, to the 

international reaction and support. The two movements had different but realist 

demands and did not call for the change of the political system. In 1952, the main 

objective was the resignation of Khoury and in 2005, a set of clear demands was 

presented by the protestors: the resignation of the Lebanese government, withdrawal 

of the Syrian forces, establishment of an international investigation, and free and fair 

elections. In both cases, they were supported by the major political leaders and parties 

who organized the protests and took care of financials and logistics. As for the army, 

the policy of non-intervention weakened the government and led to the success of the 

protests. Additionally, the international support for the protestors proved to be an 

essential part of the success of the 2005 Revolution. Yet, the absence of international 

backing for the Khoury regime in 1952 sped up his downfall. Thus, four features were 

responsible for the success of the Lebanese revolutions: the position of the powerful 

political leaders and parties from the revolution, the nature of the demands and 

strategies of the protestors, the position of the armed forces, and the role of foreign 

actors.  
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                                            Chapter Six 

Causes of the October 17 Revolution 

 

6.1.  Introduction 

 

  Lebanon was perceived as immune to the wave of revolutions that spread 

throughout the Arab world in 2011, although the country witnessed previous protest 

movements such as the Cedar Revolution and the You Stink Movement. Nevertheless, 

8 years after the breakout of the “Arab Spring”, an unprecedented protest movement 

spread all over the country, from Tripoli to Sidon (Fakhoury, 2019).  

On October 17th, the Lebanese Government introduced a series of new tax 

measures on tobacco, WhatsApp calls, and gas to deal with the country’s economic 

situation. In response, tens of thousands of demonstrations from different 

backgrounds, classes, and sects came together to protest against the deteriorating 

standards of living, hesitant governance, and deteriorating economy. This revolution 

looked leaderless. Women, students, LGBT groups, intellectuals, attorneys, vendors, 

became the challenger of the sectarian political system. The protests were not centered, 

protestors took over the streets all over the country, namely in regions where such 

public action was considered impossible such as the North and the South of Lebanon. 

In the North, the Sunnis were publicly denouncing their Sunni Leader, Saad Hariri. 

While in the South, the Shia were opposing their traditional elites including Nasrallah. 

People where calling for the resignation of all the political leaders “All of them, means 
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all of them”. Their main demands were the resignation of all the political leaders, the 

change of the political system, and early elections (Vohra, 2020). They were mostly 

peaceful with occasional and scattered eruption of violence. Furthermore, participants 

formed ties across religious, sectarian, and social lines (Abdunnur & Fjeld, 2020). 

The protests started with massive demonstrations with a focus on road blocking 

and reclamation of public spaces, disturbing normal life.  Later, they adopted other 

techniques such as sit-ins, protests outside key institutions in order to strengthen the 

pressure on the government. Also, graffiti were seen on the walls, condemning 

corruption and incompetent governance. Revolutionary and innovative content spread 

quickly on social media platforms such as Megaphone and Art of Thawra. Another 

form used by the protestors were talks which were hosted in the tents to discuss 

strategies towards economic and political change (Malmvig, 2019). However, despite 

the peaceful aspect of the revolution, the use of disruptive and violent tactics became 

more frequent. The revolution had two key slogans: “The People want the downfall of 

the regime”, which was also used by the protestors, in the Arab Revolutions; and “All 

of them, means all of them”. The latter refers to the sectarian political establishment, 

namely the traditional political leaders who were in office since decades. People in the 

streets broke taboos, humiliated and cursed at all the political class without exception, 

including Hezbollah’s secretary General, Hassan Nasrallah (Middle East Report, 

2019).  

  According to Khatib (2019), The October movement was a culmination of 

many years of activism, it came closely after two recent waves of protests in Lebanon: 

First, the Cedar Revolution of 2005 where people protested in huge numbers against 

the Syrian military presence in Lebanon which resulted in their withdrawal. 

Nevertheless, protestors did not call for change to the political system, which is largely 
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dominated by sectarian leaders. Second, in 2015, Lebanon witnessed the You Stink 

Protest Movement where people demonstrated against the government’s inability to 

solve the garbage crisis. This movement planted the seeds for political activism, which 

bloomed during the municipal and parliamentary elections of 2016. 

 

6.2. Direct Causes:  

6.2.1.  The Last Straw: A Whatsapp Tax 

 

A state of “economic emergency” was declared by the Lebanese cabinet after 

the country had developed a stagnating economy worsened by a financial crisis. The 

Lebanese cabinet, led by Hariri, met on October 17, 2019 to finalize the negotiations 

of the 2020 budget. The goal was to increase the state’s revenue and cut the enormous 

deficit to escape the financial crisis. The ministers proposed a series of severe measures 

and indirect taxes (Social Watch, 2019). According to Deutsche Welle (2019), Jamal 

Al Jarrah, Minister of Information, declared that the government will discuss a bill to 

increase value-added tax by 2% in 2021 and an additional 2% in 2022 which means 

15% Value-added tax.  Moreover, the cabinet approved a set of taxes on tobacco, 

petrol, and a $6 monthly charge on voice calls through messaging applications such as 

Whatsapp, Facebook Messenger and Viber (BBC, 2019).  

Azar (2019) stated “Ordinary Lebanese have been slapped with increased 

income taxes, corporate taxes, value-added taxes and the tax on income earned from 

bank deposits, all the while economic growth has hovered near the one percent mark 

as unemployment surges to near the 30 percent”. Subsequently, the new taxes led to 
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widespread anger among the Lebanese population who started demonstrating outside 

the Serail in Beirut (BBC, 2019). 

 

6.2.2. Wildfires and Government lack of Emergency Readiness  

Coupled with new tax measures on WhatsApp Call, Gas, and Tobacco, the 

protests were also ignited by the wildfires that spread over the country and the taxes 

imposed by the government. On October 15, at least 100 wildfires broke out all over 

the country due to dry weather, heavy winds, and elevated temperatures (Hodges, 

2019). According to Sullivan (2019), more than three thousand acres of trees were 

burned. The government used firefighting aircrafts that could only carry two hundred 

gallons, while the aircrafts that could carry more than a thousand gallons of water 

remains grounded since 2014. This highlighted the government’s lack of emergency 

readiness. Yet, other indirect causes were responsible for the outbreak of the protests, 

namely the political crisis, deteriorating economy, and the rotten political system. The 

turmoil in Lebanon was caused by its rapidly deteriorating social and economic 

situation. For years, the Lebanese people have been unsatisfied over widespread 

corruption, government deadlock and a crumpling infrastructure. 

 

6.3. Lead-up to the Protests: Underlying Term Causes 

6.3.1. A rotten Political System 

 

The Lebanese political system is based on an executive coalition where the 

president is Christian Maronite, the Prime Minister Muslim Sunni, and the Speaker of 



 55 

Parliament is Muslim Shia, as mentioned in the unwritten 1943 National Pact. 

Fakhoury (2019) states “Lebanon’s political system represents one of the last bastions 

of sectarian power-sharing, a political system in which religious groups share power 

according to rigid sectarian quotas”. Moreover, the Taif accord, that ended the 

country’s civil war, led to a complicated sectarian power-sharing system, which 

remains in practice and is responsible for Lebanon’s problems. Sectarianism in 

Lebanon has remained resilient to reform the Lebanese civil war. For instance, 

government posts and jobs in the public sector are distributed among sects rather than 

merit (The Economist, 2019) and Sectarian leaders still hold power, broadening the 

gap between the government and the Lebanese citizens. Controversial files of the main 

services such as electricity, oil, gas, internet have been sized by sectarian interests and 

their management has been restricted to sectarian elites (Fakhoury, 2019), which has 

increased favoritism and clientalism which makes the access to social services depends 

to the people’s relation to the political parties (Hermez, 2011). This is the result of the 

state’s inability to provide basic services to the citizens. People became more alienated 

due to the inability of the Lebanese government to provide basic services such as 

electricity, drinking water, public healthcare, education, and good internet connections 

(BBC, 2020). 

As Fakhoury (2019) states, the Outbreak of the Syrian crisis in 2011 

transformed Lebanon into a playground for regional divisions. This increased the 

polarization among Lebanon's leaders and has added pressure to the already fragile 

consensus that exists among political leaders leading to deadlock in the government.  

Adding to this, the Lebanese population is known for its populations and high tendency 

to emigrate, they are considered one the most highly disappointed citizens in the world 

(Fakhoury, 2019). 
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6.3.2. Deteriorating Economic Situation 

 

Lebanon’s national debt is the third highest worldwide, amounting more than 

79 billion US dollars. Due to the failure in creating jobs and restructuring the country’s 

market economy, youth emigration increased. Also, due to regional and domestic 

instability, tourism declined. Together with the loss of confidence in the economy, and 

a critical condition for investment flows, the country’s economy collapsed. The 

government was unable to develop an economic rescue plan. Rather, it only 

implemented severe measures and taxes, leading to deep feelings of alienation and 

resentment (Fakhoury, 2019). In the previous years, corruption, favoritism, and 

malfunction reached an extremely high level. Diasporas remittances became lower. 

Also, the Syrian war affected Lebanon’s economy: trade routes were cut off in addition 

to the influx of more than one million Syrian refugees to Lebanon. All this halted the 

GDP growth, which reached 0-0.3% according to the IMF (Rhode, 2019). According 

to Rhode, inequality is harsh and 1% rich of the Lebanese population hold 25% of the 

national income.  The debt-to-GDP ratio was 150% which made it nearly impossible 

to reimburse the debt.  

Another issue was the relationship between the banking system, the central 

bank and the political class. The Central Bank of Lebanon was running a state-

sponsored pyramid or Ponzi scheme. Thus, the Central Bank was borrowing from 

Lebanese Banks at above-market interest rates to reimburse its debts and sustain the 

Lira’s exchange rate (BBC, 2020). By relying on the Lebanese Banks deposits to 

finance the deficit and the rising debt, presenting high interest on the deposits. The 

situation became extremely harsh with the increasing budget deficit, the broadening of 

the balance of payments and the decrease of the deposits. The Central bank, governed 
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by Riad Salameh, had barely taken any measures to improve the situation. This was 

the direct result of the absence of a proper Lebanese government, and because of the 

governor himself, who was in place since 1993 who appeared to have run out of 

solutions. In response, access to consumer deposits was limited by the Lebanese 

Banks, which led to a liquidity crisis and mistrust towards government institutions and 

the banking sector. Furthermore, although the official exchange rate of the Lebanese 

Lira remains the same (1,507.5), it has fallen by at least 35% on the black market 

(Rhode, 2019).  As a result, it became hard for traders to import goods due to the 

suspension of the majority of credit facilities. Prices of products started rising quickly. 

Access to basic services and needs became increasingly hard including medicine, food, 

hospitals, and schools. 

  In the beginning of October, there was a shortage in foreign currency, which 

led the Lebanese pound to lose a lot of its value against the dollar on the black market. 

As a result of that, importers of wheat and fuel insisted to be paid in US dollars. Owners 

of Petrol Stations and Bakeries demanded the government to be able to pay in local 

currency (Azhari, 2019). Due to the failure of the cabinet to address their demands, 

unions called for strikes. For instance, the Union of Petrol Stations declared an open 

strike on September until a consent is reached between them and the government 

(Elnashra, 2019). After the announcement of the strikes, long lines were seen outside 

of petrol stations all around the country. Later, a few petrol stations closed. 

Furthermore, the Union of Bakery Owners declared an open strike on October 14 (Sky 

News, 2019). 
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6.3.3.    A Political Crisis 

 

As stated above, Lebanon’s crisis is the result of its sectarian consociational 

system which promotes and serve the interests of the political elites, making efficient 

governance and accountability hard to reach. These sectarian divisions led to deadlock 

and dysfunction across the political institutions and the economy.  Consequently, 

access to public services is dwindling and public structure is failing. Also, the country 

passed through deadlock several times: for instance, Lebanon remained without a 

president for two years, from 2014 until 2016. Furthermore, the Hariri government 

took nine months to be formed, which led to increased pressure on the country’s 

economy.   

After the withdrawal of the Syrian forces from Lebanon, the country split into 

two groups: the pro-Syrian March 8, and the anti-Syrian pro-West March 14 camps. 

In 2016, a coalition was formed across the two blocs between Aoun and Hariri leading 

to the election of Aoun as president, and Hariri as prime-minister. Yet, this 

arrangement proved to be unsuccessful and dysfunctional. It came with great costs, 

especially for Hariri, who was greatly weakened. His relationship with Saudi Arabia 

crumpled (He was forced to resign in 2017), lost his credibility, and his financial 

situation became terrible. Consequently, his political standing among the Sunnis had 

dropped dramatically which was seen in the 2018 parliamentary elections in which his 

party lost one third of its seats (Rhode, 2019). Hariri portrayed a failed a political and 

economic model that led to the crisis. 

The Hariri cabinet was not able to protect Lebanon’s economy and save it from 

a deteriorating economic crisis. It failed to perform its most basic duties and provide 

the Lebanese with 24/24 hours of Electricity and potable water (The Economist, 2019). 
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This increased alienation and frustration among the Lebanese people (Khatib, 2019). 

Furthermore, the ruling elites failed to endorse the promised reforms to get 

international funding and economic assistance from the Gulf States, the West, and the 

international organizations (Rhode, 2019).  

 

6.3. Conclusion 

 

The largest protests erupted in Lebanon since the so called “Cedar Revolution” 

in 2005, following a $6 Tax on WhatsApp calls. The Lebanese government proved 

unable to deal with the country’s economic and political crisis. It failed to provide the 

Lebanese people with the most basic services such as 24 hours of electricity each day, 

water, internet, and jobs. On October 17th, protestors gathered around the government 

headquarters in Beirut calling for the retraction of the proposal, the resignation of the 

all the political leaders, and a new independent government.  
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Chapter Seven 

The October 17th protests 

 

The Lebanese cabinet, headed by the government by Prime Minister Saad 

Hariri, convened on the 17th of October 2019, and announced a series of new taxes on 

Tobacco, Internet voice-call services such as WhatsApp ,Facebook Messenger, and 

Gas (Sullivan, 2019). Additionally, the government advised to raise the VAT from 

11% to 15% by 2020 (The National, 2019). As a  response to this, hundreds of 

thousands of demonstrators took over the streets, not only in the Capital, but in almost 

every single city in Lebanon.  Alienation has been building through the years due to 

the country’s economic and political situation.  

 

7.1. Organizers and Participants 

7.1.1. Musicians, Singers, and Artists  

 

The Lebanese Artists played a major role in the October 17 revolution. Their 

presence helped the latter by entertaining the protestors, and incited people to join in. 

A number of singers performed live singing shows. For instance, Marcel Khalife, a 

leftist Oud musician, joined the crowd and chanted a few of his famous songs. 

Similarly, other singers were present such as Jad Khalife, Saad Ramadan, and others 

(Bassam, 2019). Singers made revolutionary songs about the situation in Lebanon like 

Sawra by Hicham El Hajj. Adding to this, Hundreds of Lebanese actors participated 
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in the gatherings such as Carine Rizkallah, Badih Abou Chakra, Carmen Lebbos, and 

others (Bassam, 2019). They called for the same demands but had also had their own 

calls.  

 

7.1.2. The Media 

 

The Lebanese Media, mainly the main TV Stations LBCI, Al-Jadeed, MTV, 

played a crucial role in the Revolution. Most of the demonstrations and activities of 

the revolution were covered by these news outlets. Programs related to the revolution 

were streamed. Journalists took the role of activists and highlighted the dire situation 

that led to the protests (Selvik, 2021). Independent Social media outlets have also saw 

a surge in popularity during the protests: Megaphone News, Beirut Today, Daleel al 

Thawra, and Legal Agenda. They became the image of the revolution, covering all 

news related to the protests (Lapparent, 2021). 

 

7.1.3. Civil Society Organizations and Activist Groups 

 

In Beirut, Civil Society organizations that were previously formed during the 

You Stink movement of 2015, and the 2018 parliamentary elections, played a 

substantial role in organizing the protests. They set-up tents, held political talks in 

order to increase awareness and help the demonstrators to express their ideas (Parreira, 

2020). They are formed of the Communist Party, Sabaa, People’s Movement of 

Lebanon, the National Bloc, Mouwatinoun wa Mouwatinat fi Dawla, and the People’s 

Movement of Lebanon. Others who participated in the 2016 Municipal elections such 
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as Lihaqqi, Marsad and Beirut Madinati (Masri, Abla, & Hassan, 2020). These groups 

were more organized and prepared a clear set of demands and repertoire of actions.  

 

7.1.4. Political Parties represented in the Parliament 

 

 

A Few Political parties represented in the Lebanese parliament, were present 

in the Revolution. They also provided financial and logistic support to the protestors. 

These parties include the Progressive Socialist party (PSP) led by Walid Jumblat, the 

Lebanese Forces, and the Kataeb Party. Later, they were joined by the supporters of 

the Future Movement following Hariri’s resignation. They played a functional role in 

challenging the parliamentary decisions.  The Popular Nasserite Organization, headed 

by Osama Saad, also played an active role, namely in Sidon. Saad joined the crowd in 

Elia Square in Sidon and supported the protestors’ demands. These parties participated 

in the rallies and road closures (Masri, Abla, & Hassan, 2020).  

 

7.1.5. Professional Syndicates and Labors Groups 

 

Professional and labor groups had an important role in the Revolution. The 

Lebanese political system led to the weakening of the role of syndicates in the country. 

They became highly dominated by the political parties and sectarian groups, which 

shifted their attention from defending the rights of the works, to the stabilization of the 

political elites. Consequently, independent professionals took the lead. Also, in light 

of the absence of their association, journalists formed an alternative association (Masri, 

Abla, & Hassan, 2020). As for the Beirut Bar Association, it failed to defend the 
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detainees among the demonstrators. Instead, independent lawyers took the initiative. 

These groups provided information to enrich the talks and raise awareness among the 

protestors (Social Watch, 2019). 

7.1.6. Women Groups, Youth and Students 

 

 

Women were the frontiers of the demonstrations. They actively participated 

and incorporated their demands in the movement. They called for their economic, 

political, and social rights: right to give the Lebanese citizenship to their children, 

protection against Violence, and political participation. Additionally, they formed 

shields in front of the demonstrators to prevent violence. They organized marches and 

took charge of preparing meals to the participants (Social Watch, 2019). The Lebanese 

students and youth skipped their classes and joined the protests, demanding for a better 

future (France 24, 2019).  

 

7.2. Demands of the Protestors 

 

In the beginning, protestors wanted the withdrawal of the new taxes. But this 

was not their main demand. Despite the different backgrounds that the demonstrators 

came from, they agreed on a clear set of demands.  Their main demand was the 

resignation of all the political leaders including the three presidents: The President of 

the Republic Michel Aoun, the Prime-Minister Saad Hariri, and the Speaker of the 

parliament Nabih Berri. Also, they called for the formation of an independent 

downsized cabinet that involves technocrats (Chehayeb & Sewell, 2019). They also 

demanded early parliamentary elections, based on a new secular and fair electoral law 
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(Chehayeb & Sewell, 2019). Protestors wanted an independent investigation into 

stolen and misused public funds and the removal of the Banking secrecy of all the 

Political class. Adding to this, each group had its own set of demands.  

 

7.3. Symbols, Slogans and demands of the Protestors 

 

The Fist of the Revolution, gifted from a Lebanese company to the 

demonstrators, became the symbol of the revolution. It was raised in the Martyrs’ 

Square in Down Town Beirut. According to Zakhour (2019), “This Fist signals the 

power of the people, that they can govern themselves and the country without any 

political or military intervention. Most importantly, it means that the first and final 

word is for the people”. The Logo of the revolution was burned and destroyed several 

times by supporters of Amal and Hezbollah. On the country's Independence Day, thugs 

lit the Fist on fire and burned it. However, it was directly replaced by another one 

(Zakhour, 2019). Later, Fists were raised in Public Spaces such as Tripoli, Jbeil, and 

Jal el Dib.  

The revolution had one main slogan: “Kellon Ya’ne kellon” which means “All 

of them, means all of them”. This symbolizes the protestors' rally against all the 

political leaders (Alameddine, 2021).  
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7.4. The Protests: Activities and Timeline 

7.4.1. Timeline of the Protests 

 

On October 17, 2019, People gathered outside the Lebanese Serail in 

Downtown Beirut and quickly spread across the country with huge crowds assembling 

in Lebanon’s biggest cities: Beirut, Tripoli, Akkar, Jounieh.  Major intersections were 

blocked with burning tires and garbage containers. In the capital, protestors gathered 

in Martyr’s Square, Riad Al Sulh, and outside the Lebanese parliament, attempting to 

enter the building (BBC, 2019). Demonstrations started peacefully: People were 

holding the Lebanese flag, singing, dancing, and chanting the Lebanese anthem. Later, 

the protests escalated in violence when a section of the demonstrators started to destroy 

buildings and shops. This led to a clash with the police and resulted in hundreds of 

injuries (Al Jazeera, 2019). Protestors staged sit-ins in public spaces across the 

country. Tents were put everywhere. Food and drinks were distributed (Alameddine, 

2021). Members of the Lebanese diaspora also expressed solidarity with the Protestors 

and gathered at popular landmarks around the world and outside the Lebanese 

embassies.  

  In an attempt to calm the protestors, Choucair withdrew his proposal, a few 

hours after the breakout of the protests, claiming that it was only an idea that needed 

to be studied further (Azar, 2019).  On October 18th, the cabinet halted the proposals 

and Hariri called for the cooperation of his government within 72 hours, to set a 

solution and respond to the demands of the demonstrators. Protests intensified, and 

offices of the Free Patriotic Movement in Tripoli and those of the 2 Shia parties in 

Nabatiye were burned. Tension broke out between the demonstrators and riot police 

outside the Serail.  
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On October 21st, a general strike was called on across the country, following 

five days of protests and blockades. Schools, local businesses, and Banks were all 

closed (Al Jazeera, 2019). In response, the Lebanese Banking association announced 

that Banks will remain shuttered (National News Agency, 2019).  

After meeting with his government in Baabda on October 23, Hariri announced 

the approval of an emergency reform package to solve the country’s crisis. These 

reforms included a 50% cut on the minister’s salaries, a privatization plan for the 

telecom sector, and a suggested solution for the electricity segment (Garda, 2019). The 

protests continued and calls for the resignation of the cabinet only continued to 

increase. On the next day, the Lebanese president Michel Aoun, in his first speech 

since the breakdown of the protests, announced his sympathy towards the 

demonstrators but rejected the generalization “All of them, means all of them” and 

invited them to hold a dialogue to find the best solution to respond to their demands. 

Yet, the protestors rejected the offer. Furthermore, he called on the government to 

remove Banking secrecy from ministers and deputies (Al Sharq Strategic Research, 

2019).   On November 19th, demonstrators blocked the roads that lead to the Lebanese 

parliament in order to stop two of the legislative sessions that were scheduled. They 

were met with violence from the armed forces (The National, 2019). 

 

7.4.2. A Human Chain across Lebanon 

 

On October 27, thousands of demonstrators formed a 170 Km human chain 

stretching from Tripoli in the North to Tyre in South Lebanon. They joined hands as a 

symbol of national unity and cross-sectarian mobilization (Ibrahim, 2019). Following 

two weeks of demonstrations, Prime Minister Saad Hariri stepped down on October 
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29 (Al Sharq Strategic Research, 2019). Hariri’s resignation marked the first victory 

of the October 17 Revolution. The next day, armed forces intervened and started 

opening the roads (Chartouny, 2019).  

 

7.4.3. “Revolution” Bus 

 

On November 16th, the revolution Bus travelled from the North to the South. It 

was designed in pictures of memorable moments from the Revolution. The bus took 

out from Akkar and carried the same demands namely the resignation of the political 

class. The bus stopped in several cities to show support. Yet, many demonstrators were 

not satisfied with the idea and refused to let the bus pass by their cities. Rumors were 

spread that the bus was financed by foreign embassies, namely the U.S. Embassy, and 

that its passengers were from the Lebanese Forces political party. Some people 

considered that the idea reminded them of the Bus that sparked the Civil War in 1975. 

Also, the army prevented it from entering Sidon to prevent tension (Lewis, 2019). 

 

7.4.4. Lebanese Independence Day 

 

On the 22nd of November, protestors celebrated the Lebanese Independence 

Day in their own way. They organized a civilian march in Beirut, similar to the 

traditional military march. A parade of hundreds of people was divided into groups 

according to professions and interests (Azhari, 2019). Moreover, a group of Lebanese 

people living abroad came to celebrate. While other Lebanese diaspora participated 

from their cities: they were waving the Lebanese flags and singing the Lebanese 
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anthem (Azhari, 2019). Adding to this, Lebanese people gathered in towns all over the 

country: In Rachaya, a city directly linked to the Lebanese independence, 

demonstrators marched near the Rachaya Castel. 

 

7.4.5. A Carnaval-like Atmosphere 

 

The Lebanese protestors transformed the revolution into a party. According to 

BBC (2019), “The message is serious, but many of the protests have had a carnival-

like atmosphere, with flag-waving, music, chants, and drums”.  Couples were seen 

celebrating their wedding among a vast crowd of demonstrators waving the Lebanese 

national flag. Also, a video went viral of demonstrators singing Baby Shark to a child 

stuck in the mid of the mass (Osman, 2019).  In Tripoli, people gathered in Al Noor 

Square and transformed the protest into a huge concert with a DJ. For instance, DJ 

Mahdi prepared a music set to attract and entertain the protestors (Patience, 2020). 

According to Osman (2019), popular breakup songs were remixed, representing the 

breakup of the people with the government. Furthermore, people were dancing the 

Lebanese traditional dance “Dabke”. 

 

7.4.6. Outbreak of Violence 

 

Despite the peaceful aspect of the October 17 revolution, scattered violence 

was reported. In the beginning, clashes between the anti-government protestors and 

supporters of Amal and Hezbollah in Beirut. The latter tried on several occasions to 

beat the protestors, set their tents on fire and burn the Revolution Fist (Al Jazeera, 

2019). For instance, confrontations erupted on the 25th of November when the 
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demonstrators blocked the Ring Road, principal intersection that connects West and 

East areas in Beirut. Moreover, December 2019 saw daily violence and clashes 

between riot police and the protestors, like when they attempted to storm the 

parliament building due to the government's inability to form a new cabinet (Lawrence, 

2019).  

 

 

7.5. Success Story or Failed Attempt at a Revolution? 

 

People in the streets succeeded in overthrowing Hariri’s government, stopping 

the legislative sessions and paralyzing Lebanon’s public institutions. The Lebanese 

political system took over all forms of collective action and or organizations. For 

instance, syndicates and labor unions were rigged by sectarian politics. They became 

the guardians of the interests of the sectarian political establishment. Yet, the October 

17 Revolution succeeded in re-activating several labor unions and syndicates, and 

opened up new opportunities for modes of their collective organization based on group 

interests.  

On October 19th, ministers of the Lebanese Forces withdrew from the 

government and called for Hariri’s resignation (Al Sharq Strategic Research, 2019). 

Another victory for the revolution was the resignation of Prime Minister Saad Hariri 

on October 29, claiming that the country needs a positive shock (Chulov, 2019). On 

November 17, the protestors had their third victory: Independent candidate, 

representing the revolution, won over candidates supported by the traditional political 

parties in the Beirut Bar Association (The National, 2019).  On November 19th, 
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demonstrators blocked the roads leading to the Lebanese parliament in order to stop 

the two legislative sessions that were scheduled. They were met with violence from 

the armed forces. Consequently, the sessions got postponed due to the failure to reach 

quorum.  

Despite the absence of organizations capable of articulating a clear political 

agenda and mobilizing people from different backgrounds, the October 17 protests 

succeeded in mobilizing people from different sects, cultures, region, and social class 

(Middle East Report, 2019). Women and students were leading the protests in several 

cases. Yet, they failed to achieve their main demands. For instance, the sectarian 

political class remained in place, indifferent and unresponsive. The demands of the 

protestors have not been endorsed.  

A new expert’s government was formed as per the protestors' demands. Backed 

by the two major Shia parties, Hezbollah and Amal, and the Christian Free Patriotic 

Movement, Dr. Hassan Diab was nominated as Prime Minister (BBC, 2019). 

However, demonstrations sustained and protestors called for early elections and a 

cabinet led by independent technocrats (Najjar, 2020). Lebanon’s first cabinet was 

formed on January 21st, 2020. It comprised “experts” supported by the traditional 

parties which led to violent protests and clashes with the armed forces (Al Jazeera, 

2020). Early Parliamentary elections were not held.  On February 2020, Lebanon went 

into lockdown due to the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. As a result, protests 

became hesitant, then ceased all activity. 
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Chapter Eight 

Failure of the October 17 Revolution 

 

As mentioned earlier, the October Revolution failed to achieve most of its 

demands and can be classified as a failed revolution due to several internal and external 

factors.  After analyzing the 1952 and 2005 revolutions, similar features appeared to 

shape the outcome of revolutions in Lebanon. Thus, this research tests them on the 

October revolution. Consequently, it studies the internal structures of the movement, 

the position of the powerful sectarian ruling elites and parties regarding the revolution, 

the position of the army and security forces, and international support.  

 

8.1. Factors Responsible for the Failure of the October 17 

Revolution 

8.1.1. Nature of the demands and strategies employed 

 

The demands of the protestors varied due to their different backgrounds. Yet, 

they all agreed on several demands. They called for the resignation of Hariri’s 

government and its replacement with a downsized, independent expert-based cabinet. 

Although there were no specific names, many demonstrators called for the ministers 

to be chosen from outside the traditional political parties. Furthermore, they called for 

the resignation of all the traditional political elites, including the three presidents 

(namely, the President of the Republic, the Prime Minister, and the Speaker of the 
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Parliament). They demanded early parliamentary elections as well, based on a new 

secular and fair electoral law (Chehayeb & Sewell, 2019).  Protestors wanted an 

independent investigation into stolen and misused public funds. Yet, there were several 

demands that were a source of disagreement among the demonstrators such as 

Hezbollah’s weapons, the need for changing the political system, and the 

establishment of a civil state (AUB, 2019). 

Demonstrators used several strategies: The central feature of the protests was 

the reclamation of public spaces. They also blocked major roads, organized sit-ins, and 

burned tires to disturb state functioning. Other tactics were used such as the formation 

of a human chain, chants, graffiti, and the revolution bus (Hodges, 2019).  According 

to Vohra (2020), the movement’s internal structure was weak. The protests were 

leaderless; they failed to agree on representatives. Although they had common goals, 

the protestors failed to agree on specific demands. Only a few days after the start of 

the protests, people started to feel alienated from the movement’s goals. For instance, 

following Hariri’s resignation, some protestors called for his re-nomination. Also, 

some of the Shi’a demonstrators refused the inclusion of Hassan Nasrallah in the 

chants. Moreover, the movement lacked a comprehensive political platform, a clear 

agenda, and leadership (Rhode, 2019).  It failed to figure out a clear plan for the 

political transition. Fakhoury (2019) states “All in all, a successful protest movement 

needs to institutionalise the change that it is calling for or develop an organizational 

leadership structure that would allow the movement to achieve the intended policy and 

legal reforms”.  

Divisions started to rise up from within the movement due to the tactics used, 

namely roadblocks and disruption of daily life. This led to the formation of a counter-

protest movement. Another issue was the division between a group who wanted to 
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negotiate with the government and another who called for the boycotting of the 

political leadership (Fakhoury, 2019).  

 

8.1.2.   Position of the powerful sectarian ruling elites and parties from the 

Revolution 

 

Most of the traditional elites and political parties claimed to sympathize with 

the protestors and their demands, yet, they strongly opposed the demonstrations and 

used several methods to stop them. Also, despite the resignation of the Hariri cabinet, 

the Lebanese political class remained unresponsive to the demands of the protestors. 

Rather, they gripped to their posts, relying on different arguments to justify their 

persistence to stay in power. On several occasions, they relied on people’s fear of 

sectarian strife. Several leaders warned that the protests will push the country to 

descend into a civil war (Fakhoury, 2019). For instance, three days after the outbreak 

of the protests, Hezbollah’s Secretary General Hassan Nasrallah spoke out called 

against the resignation of the government. Yet, he acknowledged the grievances of the 

demonstrators. On the same day, protestors were attacked by Amal Supporters (Al 

Sharq Strategic Research, 2019). Later, Nasrallah asked his supporters not to 

participate in the protests, claiming that they are motivated by foreign agendas and 

were part of an American and Israeli conspiracy. He also warned that they may lead to 

a civil war. Also, hundreds of Hezbollah and Amal supporters repeatedly stormed the 

Martyr’s Square and clashed with the protestors. On October 25, dozens of Hezbollah 

and Amal supporters arrived on scooters from Khandak el-Ghamik, a poor Shia 

neighborhood in central Beirut, and attacked the demonstrators (Azakir, 2019). They 

sacked tents and destroyed symbols of the revolution (Chahine, 2019). 
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Gebran Bassil, president of the Free Patriotic Movement, warned the 

demonstrators of political agendas of “others” (Alarabiya, 2019). On November 3rd, 

the supporters of the Free Patriotic Movement rallied in Baabda in support of Aoun 

(Al Jazeera, 2019).  

Another strategy used by the sectarian political parties undermine the identity 

and integrity of the movement was cooptation of the street by infiltrating party 

supporters and information services between the protestors led to the increase of 

violence, which led to a decrease in the number of protestors (Tannoury-Karam & 

Comaty, 2021 as cited in the Lebanese Center for Policy Studies).  Other political 

parties tried to hijack the protests: Following the resignation of its four ministers, the 

Lebanese Forces tried to join the demonstrations. Additionally, Hariri announced that 

he will be joining the protests and his supporters were framing his resignation as 

supporting the revolution (Chehayeb & Sewell, 2019).  

Thus, the majority of the traditional political leaders claimed that they 

supported and understood the protestors’ demands and grievances. However, major 

political parties, namely the Free Patriotic Movement, Hezbollah and Amal opposed 

the resignation of the government. Moreover, they relied on counter narratives such as 

blaming the movement to be threatening the civil peace and damaging the internal 

security and stability (Fakhoury, 2019).  Also, they claimed the protest demands as 

their own. For instance, the Free Patriotic Movement organized several rallies calling 

for the same demands. The political establishment also tried to discredit and 

delegitimize the protestors by accusing them of being part of foreign agendas. These 

elements according to Geha (2019), were responsible for the failure of the protests “in 

the case of Lebanon, focusing on stability, coexistence, and national dialogues 
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contributes to the breakdown of protest movements because they present activists with 

dilemmas of how to frame their demands”. 

8.1.3.  Position of the Army and Security Forces 

 

The Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) is perceived as a legitimate national and 

apolitical institution that surpasses confessional lines and contributes to a wider sense 

of national identity. It’s focus on cross-confessional representation and balance has a 

long history extending back to the French mandate period. Moreover, the LAF always 

prioritizes cross-sectarian balance as a result of the civil war of the 1970s and 1980s, 

when it witnessed mass defections of Sunni, Shia, and Druze officers and soldiers to 

confessional militias (Shah & Dalton, 2020). The disadvantage of the army’s domestic 

security function is that its aversion to jeopardizing its neutral image, coupled with the 

fact that it does not have a monopoly on violence in Lebanon, might lead to inaction. 

For instance, even though it dealt with the protestors impartially, it has been criticized 

for enabling counter-protestors to turn violent (Shah & Dalton, 2020). At the beginning 

of the Revolution, the LAF hesitated to intervene. It was slow to react. 

The Lebanese army and security forces were always present on the streets from 

the start of the revolution. Yet, they largely remained neutral and did not take any 

particular stance. In their view, the army only intervened to restore order (Stocker, 

2019). The roads remained closed for two weeks before the intervention of the army. 

Yet, after the resignation of Hariri, the Lebanese Army started opening major roads, 

which were blocked by the demonstrators (Annahar, 2019). In a statement, the military 

stated that they will re-open the roads while safeguarding the safety of the 

demonstrators (France 24).  
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According to Amnesty International, the reaction of the army and security 

forces varied across regions and situations. In a few cases, tear-gas, beatings, and 

sometimes rubber bullets, and live ammunition and pellets were unlawfully used to 

disperse the demonstrators. However, on the 21st and 23rd of October, the army played 

an important role in protection of the demonstrators from violence coming from 

supporters of Hezbollah and Amal in Beirut (Kranz, 2019). Hariri ordered General 

Joseph Aoun, the army’s commander, to protect the protestors. In response, the army 

deployed dozens of troops and armored vehicles to stop the supporters of the two Shia 

parties from entering to the protest spaces. On October 25th, pro and anti-Hezbollah 

protestors clashed in Riad Al Sulh. However, the army did not intervene. Instead, riot 

police from the Internal Security Forces separated the demonstrators (Kranz, 2019). 

On October 26, the armed forces opened fire against the demonstrators who were 

organizing a sit-in in Baddawi, area near Tripoli. The army tried to open the roads. 

Thus, they beat up the protestors, who in return, threw stones at them. Live ammunition 

was used (Amnesty International,2019). According to Amnesty International, 

hundreds of peaceful demonstrators were unlawfully arrested by the army and security 

forces across Lebanon. 

  So, one can say that the army stayed neutral, it did not specifically take sides. 

Yet, in practice, it continued to support the state: it limited the demonstrators’ scope 

of action by preventing them from closing the roads and entering the parliament. 

Furthermore, they only protected the protestors to a certain extent from the attack of 

Hezbollah and Amal supporters. The demonstrators also showed support to their army 

on several occasions despite a few clashes. Following tensions in Jal el Dib on the 23rd 

of October, snacks and roses were offered to the soldiers (Kranz, 2019). 
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8.1.4. International Community 

 

The role of foreign actors, Arab and Western, has always proved critical to 

preserving the balance of power. Historically, the Lebanese leaders have relied on 

international support to extend their negotiating influence and shift the national 

balance of power in their favor. This easily allowed internal interference in the 

country’s domestic affairs. Each sectarian leader is backed by an external power, 

making Lebanon a battleground of foreign interests. Thus, the support of foreign actors 

was crucial to the success or failure of the October Revolution. Russia, which 

supported main players in the Iran-led bloc such as Hezbollah, opposed the exclusion 

of the country’s traditional powers in the formation of the new cabinet. Contrarily, the 

United States called for the formation of a cabinet that would respond to the demands 

of the demonstrators (Fakhoury, 2019). Also, the U.S. sent mixed signals on its 

position towards the development of the October 17 revolution. It announced the 

withholding of 105 million US Dollars in aid for the Lebanese Army, then retreated 

and neglected any permanent freeze of military aid to Lebanon (Hodges, 2019).  

Overall, on numerous occasions, international powers showed support to the 

Lebanese administration. Following Hariri’s proposals of economic reforms, the 

European Union expressed its confidence that the government will implement the 

economic reforms promptly and wisely. Hodges (2019) states “similarly, International 

Support Group representatives for the EU, the U.S., the U.K., France, Germany, Italy, 

Russia, the Arab League and the United Nations released a statement endorsing 

Hariri’s proposal”. 

According to Fakhoury (2019), the demonstrators tried to distance themselves 

from regional and international actors. For instance, civil society groups refused to 
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meet with a French official on November 12. Yet, several Lebanese political leaders 

still accused the protestors of collaborating with other countries and being hijacked by 

foreign agendas, in attempts to weaken them.  

 

8.2. A Revolution Doomed to fail 

 

The October Revolution started with huge momentum. Hundreds of thousands 

of protestors took over the streets with a great aspiration for change. The protesters 

had numerous demands such as the resignation of all the political leaders including the 

three presidents, the formation of a new cabinet of independent experts, early free and 

fair elections, and an independent investigation into stolen and misused public funds. 

But although the people in the streets seemed to be surpassing their sectarian and 

cultural differences, they started to break into small groups with different specific 

demands. The revolution succeeded in overthrowing Hariri’s cabinet, stopping the 

legislative parliamentary session and paralyzing Lebanese public institutions, but the 

revolution failed to achieve most of its demands. Furthermore, the protests could not 

be sustained. As Vohra (2020) stated “now, the gatherings are smaller, and the chants 

of ‘thawra’ – the Arabic world for revolution – are much softer”. 

 The October 17th Revolution failed because of several factors. First, the 

internal structures of the movement were weak: the protestors focused on opposing the 

political leaders instead of advancing a clear plan. Also, they failed to agree on 

representatives and strategies to either negotiate with the political establishment or 

participate in the elections. Second, protestors agreed on the main demands but started 

fragmenting due to their sectarian and cultural differences. Moreover, they were 

opposed by the main political parties who mobilized their supporters to counter the 
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protests. . The army remained neutral and did not take any specific stance, and thus 

ended up supporting the status quo.  Its reaction varied across regions and situations. 

Also, the protestors did not have a tangible support from the international community 

who supported them but did not take a real position. Adding to this, the outbreak of 

the COVID-19 pandemic and the emergence of divisions between the protestors after 

the formation of the Diab government contributed to its failure. 

  On the 4th of August 2020, an explosion rocked the Lebanese capital due to the 

detonation of 2,750 tons of ammonium nitrate, which was unsafely stored in the Port 

of Beirut. The blast destroyed buildings in surrounding cities, killed at least 190 people 

and injured more than 6,500 people. Around 300,000 people were left without shelter 

(Maalouf, 2020). Until today, no one has been held responsible. This tragedy could 

have been an opportunity for the revival of the October 17 Revolution but only a few 

protests took place.  

Almost three years after the start of the revolution, the situation remains the 

same. Lebanon, with a government headed by Najib Mikati and formed by the same 

old establishment, continues to face numerous political, economic, and health-related 

challenges. Thus, although the October Revolution succeeded in several aspects, it 

failed to achieve most of its demands. Adding salt to the wound, the economic situation 

has only worsened.  
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  Chapter Nine 

Conclusion 

 

 

 

In the wake of the Arab revolutions in 2011, Lebanon did not have a major 

national movement, but only a few protests that quickly ended. Yet, on October 17, 

2019, in the country’s biggest protest since 2005, thousands gathered outside the Serail 

in Beirut demanding the resignation of all the political elites, early elections, and a 

government of independent experts. The protests spontaneously rose up  all over the 

country. The demonstrators blocked major roads, organized sit-ins, and burned tires to 

disturb the functioning of the state. Although this revolution succeeded in articulating 

a widespread sense of frustration with the government, it failed to meet its demands 

due to its weak internal structure, the nature of the demands of the protestors, the 

opposition of political leaders and parties, and the neutrality as well as the non-

intervention of the army.  

This study tackled three major revolutions: 1952, 2005, and 2019. The three 

revolutions were similar because they all started as peaceful protests, used the same 

techniques (demonstrations, sit-ins and strikes) and attracted a large number of people 

over a long period of time. Yet, unlike October 17th, the first two succeeded in 

achieving their objectives. In both cases, the main political leaders and parties did not 

only support the protests, but were the main organizer of them. For instance, in 1952, 

the powerful political parties and elites, mainly the Druze, Sunni and Christians, were 

in favor of the protests. Kamal Jomblat, Raymond Edde, Pierre Edde, Kamil Chamoun, 
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the Najjadeh, the Phalange and others headed a coalition named the “Patriotic Socialist 

Front” (PSF). This coalition organized a series of protests, rallies, and strikes aiming 

at overthrowing President Bechara El Khoury (Traboulsi, 2007). In 2005, the 

opposition to the Syrian occupation formed a coalition, which was later known as the 

14th of March, headed by The Quornat Shehwan Gathering, the Future Movement, The 

Progressive Socialist Party, and the Free Patriotic Movement (Rowayheb, 2011). This 

coalition was comprised of the main Sunni, Christian, and Druze political leaders. The 

March 14 launched its protest movement and organized several rallies, calling for an 

“Independence Intifada” and the Syrian withdrawal as well as the resignation of the 

cabinet. The major political parties supported the protests financially and logistically: 

transportation was provided and heavy campaigns were launched all over the media. 

While the two major Shi’a parties Hezbollah and Amal were against the revolution, 

they only organized a rally in support of Syria but did not attempt to stop the protests. 

Instead, the leaders of both the March 8 and March 14 worked together to distance the 

two demonstrations.  In contrast, the protestors in the 17th of October's revolution 

refused the support of all political parties. Their main slogan was “All of them, means 

all of them”. In response, the pro-government leaders and parties did not only oppose 

the protests, but they did everything to stop them, from shaming, to accusing them of 

being part of a foreign agenda. Leaders such as Nasrallah and Bassil warned the 

protestors against causing civil strife. Also, pro-government protests were organized 

mainly by the Free Patriotic Movement, led by Bassil. Furthermore, the supporters of 

the two Shi’a parties attacked the protestors several times.  

Another factor similar in 1952 and 2005 was the nature of the demands. In 

1952, people called for the resignation of president Khoury. In 2005, they protested 

against the Syrian occupation, and called for the withdrawal of the Syrian forces, the 
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resignation of the Karami cabinet, and the formation of an international commission 

to investigate the assassination of the former prime minister Rafic Hariri. While in 

2019, protestors irrationally called for the removal of all the political class, and the 

change of the political system, without advancing a clear plan. They also failed to 

agree on the specific demands. Thus, the demands in the October Revolution were 

different, which alienated the political leadership.  

Third, in the three revolutions, the army kept its policy of neutrality and non-

intervention. Its role was concentrated on preserving order. In 1952, the Commander 

of the army, General Fouad Chehab, refused to intervene against the protestors. In 

2005, the army stood aside and did not stop the protestors. In 2019, the army largely 

did not take a stance and stood aside from the government and protestors. The reaction 

of the Lebanese Armed Forces varied across regions and moments. Sometimes, they 

protected the demonstrators, and in other cases, limited their scope of action by 

preventing them from entering the parliament by blocking the roads. Furthermore, in 

some cases violence was used to disperse the protestors (Amnesty International, 2019). 

Fourth, the international community stayed indifferent in the 1952 protests. 

The west perceived Khoury as a burden but did not precipitate for his removal, yet, 

they contributed and rushed it. On the flip side, there was strong support coming from 

the Western and the regional actors to the protestors in 2005. In addition to continuous 

calls for the Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon, the United Nations Security council, 

namely the UK, US, and France drafted two resolutions to end Syria’s military 

presence throughout the country. The international community was supportive of the 

October protests but did not take a real position in it, nor did they pressure the 

government. Rather, they showed support to the government on several occasions by 

expressing their confidence that the government will implement economic reforms.  
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Finally, after comparing the 1952, 2005, and 2019 revolutions, this research 

concludes that the success or failure of a revolution in Lebanon is influenced by the 

following factors: The position of the powerful sectarian ruling elites and parties from 

the revolution, the nature of the demands and the strategies of the revolution, the 

position of the army and security forces from the revolution and the political regime, 

and the support of foreign actors to the revolution.  
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