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The October 2019 Protests and their Political Aftermath: 

A Critical Analysis and Way Forward 
 

 

Nawal Berry 
 

 

ABSTRACT 

 
The October 17, 2019, protests in Lebanon can be considered a turning point in the 

country’s post-civil war history. The movements were Lebanon’s widest and most 

demographically diverse protests, occurring during its deepest socio-economic crisis in the 

country’s history, and gained the attention of local and national media outlets which took 

part in framing the public and international opinion of these protests.  The protests also had 

their share of support and criticism, which makes it significant to explore the current public 

perception towards these protests, three years after they unfolded. This thesis explored the 

underlying reasons behind October 17, 2019, protests in Lebanon. It also investigated the 

perception of the public towards the 2019 public protests and political movements. Using 

a qualitative and quantitative research method, it collected data from scholarly articles 

related to protest movements, political movements, the October 17, 2019, protests, in 

addition to the structural strain theory as a theoretical framework, which posits that 

deviance is a result of the strain that occurs when individuals are unable to achieve their 

societal goals through legitimate means. Using a sample of more than 3,000 respondents, 

the thesis found that most respondents express negative sentiments and perceptions towards 

October 17 based on several factors: its lack of leadership and organization, lack of clear, 

unified political vision, being politically infiltrated and its contribution to the consequent 

socio-economic and political meltdown.  Future research is recommended to diversify the 

data collection methods, expand the scope of the research, and explore the perceptions of 

the activists and decision makers within the groups of October 17, 2019, in order to provide 

a well-rounded analysis of the topic. 

 

Keywords:  Lebanon, Structural Strain, October 17, Political Protests, Corruption, Political 

Movements 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 
The October 2019 protests witnessed protestors rallying against deeply rooted 

sectarianism, rampant corruption, rising unemployment, frequent political dysfunction, 

decades-old power cuts and water shortages, and a general lack of opportunity. More 

importantly, the movements were Lebanon’s widest and most demographically diverse 

protests, occurring during its deepest socio-economic crisis in the country’s history, and 

gained the attention of local and national media outlets which took part in framing the 

public and international opinion of these protests. 

 

1.1 Key Drivers for the October 19 Protests 

The October 19 Revolution in Lebanon was driven by widespread anger and 

frustration over long-standing political, economic, and social issues. The main motives 

behind the revolution included: 

1. Corruption: The Lebanese people were fed up with the widespread corruption 

among the political class and demanded accountability. 

2. Economic hardship: The country was facing a severe economic crisis, with high 

unemployment, rising poverty, and a devaluation of the currency. 

3. Lack of basic services: Many Lebanese citizens lacked access to basic services 

such as electricity, water, and healthcare. 

4. Political divisions: The country's political system was dominated by sectarian 

interests, leading to a lack of effective governance and a general feeling of 

disillusionment among the population. 
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5. Environmental issues: The lack of management of the country’s environmental 

stresses, such as waste management, and forest fires (which occurred in September 

of 2019) were major concerns among the protesters. 

These issues fueled the mass protests that took place on October 19, 2019, leading to the 

resignation of Prime Minister Saad Hariri and the eventual formation of a new government 

at that time. 

 

1.2 The 2022 Elections 

In the recent elections in 2022, the 2019 movements were able to support the 

election of 13 ‘change’ MPs into the parliament. Still, despite their shared demands, the 

protest movements and the MPs have yet to provide a clear, viable, unified alternative to 

the current political status quo. More so, allegations have been raised about the extent to 

which the protests and the MPs are truly independent since multiple political parties have 

been accused of orchestrating some movements in various regions, for their own narrow 

political interests. This has negatively affected the credibility of the protests and led to 

further divisions within their lineups, which may have helped in preventing a consensus on 

a number of key issues.  

  

1.3 Research Objectives 
 

This research proposes the following objectives: 

1) To investigate the Lebanese public’s perception towards the 2019 protests and their 

outcome 
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2) To relate the drivers of the October 19 movements and their progression to the 

structural strain theory 

3) To investigate whether the October 17 movement failed or succeeded. 

4) To provide recommendations for the way forward. 

5) What were the main drivers of the October 17, 2019 protests in Lebanon? 

6) How can the events of October 17 be explained from the perspective of the 

Structural Strain theory? 

7) What is the perception of the public towards the October 17, 2019 protests three 

years on?  

There are several justifications for raising these questions. First, there has been little 

research on the public perception of what were the main drivers of the October 2019 

protests in Lebanon, especially three years after these protests took place. Moreover, 

surveying the perception of the public towards the protests is important after all the 

political developments, changes and elections unfolded, and all the socio-economic 

repercussions took shape, it becomes important to survey the perception of the public  

1.4 Significance/Rationale: 

 
Given the impact which these movements have had so far on the collective public 

consciousness and the overall political process in the country, and since they have yet to 

disrupt the current status quo, especially regarding the formation of a new government and 

the incoming election of a new President, it becomes important to research further into the 

dynamics and forces that influence these movements.  

To understand why political movements are born (and grow), the paper will look at the 

structural strain theory as its main theoretical framework, which posits that deviance is a 

result of the strain that occurs when individuals are unable to achieve their societal goals 
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through legitimate means. After the introduction, it will elaborate on the methodology that 

is followed to gather primary and secondary data. Namely, it will explain that the paper 

will gather data from credible articles, websites, and academic journals in addition to an 

online survey targeting the social media public in Lebanon, which would help in providing 

an updated account of the current public perceptions towards the protest and their 

aftermath. The methodology section will be approached through the Saunders onion 

research model and then elaborate on the qualitative research, followed by an explanation 

of the data collection tools. It will specifically discuss:  An overview of the Saunders 

Onion Research Model, a discussion of qualitative Research, its main advantages of 

Qualitative Research, then a focus on polls as a Data Collection Method. It will highlight 

why social media was used as a source of primary data, then explain the advantage of 

Online Poll Surveys in Research and their limitations.  

Then, chapter three will provide the literature review, which will explore a wide 

variety of journal articles, online articles, books and other credible sources on various 

topics and subtopics related to the title of this research work. Mainly, it will provide a 

general overview of popular protests, explore what moves the public in these protests, then 

zoom in to discuss Lebanon's October 17 protests. Afterward, the drivers for the October 

2019 Protests in Lebanon will be explored, and then linked with the structural Strain 

Theory, which is the main theoretical framework. The literature review will end by 

exploring whether the protests were futile or not, and why. Next, chapter four will report 

the results that were gathered using the data collection tool, with visual representations of 

the poll results. These results will then be discussed in Chapter 5, linked to the existing 

research, and analyzed. Finally, Chapter 6 will include the conclusion, which will restate 

the objectives, the findings and discuss the limitations and implications for future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

METHODOLOGY 
 

2.1 Introduction 
In this section, the research methodology that will be followed in this thesis will be 

detailed. It will begin with an overview of the Saunders et al. (2007) onion research model 

and then elaborate on the qualitative research, followed by an explanation of the data 

collection tools, which will be followed in this thesis work. 

2.1.1 The Saunders Onion Research Model 

Saunders et al. (2007) argued that a research process could be developed through 

stages that describe the activities required in every step. This implies that a research 

process resembles an onion with different layers that are distinctive of the steps in 

research. Each stage must be understood because it forms the foundation upon which a 

proper methodology will be founded. Bryman (2012) postulates that the suitability of a 

research methodology is based on its adaptability to any method used in the study and 

context. Therefore, in adapting to the research methodology, it is proper that the process 

starts from the outer layer towards the inside (Saunders et al., 2012). A research study's 

objective can be achieved by systematically focusing on the right steps. According to 

Saunders et al. (2012), the layers of research are philosophy, approach, strategies, choice, 

and time horizon for the research study.   

2.1.2 Qualitative Research 

The methodology that will be followed in this research work is the qualitative 

research method. Qualitative research explores a phenomenon in its natural setting by 

focusing on deeper insights into the problem under investigation (Apers & Corte, 2019), 

which, in this case, is the political performance of Lebanon's October 17 revolution 

representatives. It is a research method that supports the development of a hypothesis by 
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investigating the relationships of quantitative data. The main focus of qualitative research 

is to focus on qualitative data like experiences and perceptions about a particular issue. 

Consequently, qualitative research is set to answer "how" and "why," but this can be 

achieved using qualitative data or mixed methods. This section defines qualitative research 

and its benefits when used as a methodology.  

 Among the main reasons for choosing qualitative research for the purpose of this thesis is 

that qualitative research is a natural inquiry that targets a deeper insight into a natural 

phenomenon studied in its natural setting (Apers & Corte, 2021). The study focuses on 

"why" instead of "what" to identify human experiences and how they perceive an issue. It 

is important to provide a basis for explaining certain behavior patterns, attitudes, and 

experiences through prompts with open-ended questions. Thus, these patterns in 

qualitative data are used to identify themes consistent with the study's narrative and 

context. Therefore, qualitative research is an interactive method that seeks to improve 

understanding of an issue under investigation by establishing a closer insight into the 

population in its natural setting (Aspers & Corte, 2021).  

2.1. 3 Advantages of Qualitative Research 

 

Denzin and Lincoln (2011) have argued that it is difficult to define qualitative 

research methods because they need a theory or research paradigm that can be applied in 

a study. Therefore, qualitative research combines different methods to understand the 

subject's meaning by relying on experiences and perceptions compared to statistics (Flick, 

2014). This indicates that qualitative research offers an array of advantages to the 

researcher in understanding how to make sense of a social phenomenon within their 

natural setting.  

The main advantage of using qualitative methods in research is their ability to provide 

a detailed description of perceptions and experiences that enhance the meaning of an 
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action. In a study of language testing, a qualitative method is ideal for documenting an 

existing relationship between information processing and performance. Using a 

qualitative research method permits the researcher to gain deeper insight into the problem 

under investigation (Chalhoub-Deville & Deville, 2008). Secondly, qualitative research 

using an interpretivism approach provides a detailed understanding of human experiences 

within their natural setting. As such, qualitative research can be applied in several 

disciplines that contain different epistemological perspectives, methods, and techniques 

that illustrate human experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2002). For example, in language 

assessment research, it is only possible to investigate the issue with consideration of the 

natural setting, and a qualitative method will focus on the content-related variables to 

obtain a clear understanding (Tsushima, 2015).  

Thirdly, using an interpretivism approach in qualitative research can provide a 

detailed understanding of the meaning and events of a specific case study. This form of 

ideographic research analyzes voices and events in a particular context. According to 

Richardson (2012), knowledge is developed from the meaning identified from the events. 

Using the example of language assessment, a qualitative method is sufficient in assessing 

behavior and cross-cultural impacts. Fourthly, using qualitative research advances 

understanding of inner experiences and understanding how culture shapes meaning 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008). This is important in research because it provides a basis for 

further prompting of a research issue that numbers cannot explain. For example, a 

qualitative method can be used to enhance understanding of marking criteria to clarify the 

meaning of a score of grades awarded.  

Another essential advantage of qualitative research is its better data collection 

methods. For example, participant observations, interviews, and observations can be used 

as data collection methods to prompt a detailed understanding of an issue (Cohen et al., 
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2011). In the process of data collection, researchers will interact with respondents directly 

to provide real experience about a phenomenon resulting in a data collection process that 

is subjective and detailed. According to Rumsey et al. (2016), face-to-face interviews are 

important qualitative data collection methods that enhance understanding of feelings and 

perceptions. Lastly, a qualitative methodology is highly flexible because it permits 

construction and reconstruction (Maxwell, 2012). This is important in research because it 

permits a thorough analysis of an issue using a mixed-method approach. According to 

Flick (2011), using a qualitative method, the researcher can select an idea or consequence 

consistent with them to achieve their research objective. The flexibility of qualitative 

research provides a better way of understanding complex issues in a social phenomenon 

under investigation. For example, in a study about language testing, the performance of 

students can be influenced by many factors in the classroom environment. Thus, the 

flexibility of qualitative research permits consideration of other factors that can influence 

students' performance (Mohan, 2012). Finally, a qualitative research method provides a 

deeper understanding of complex issues that can not be achieved through statistics alone.   

2.1.3 Social Media As A Source Of Research Data 

 

Social media has become an increasingly popular source of data for researchers to 

understand public opinions. The use of social media data to infer public opinion has 

several advantages, including its speed, cost-effectiveness, and ability to capture real-time 

data, which is why it has been chosen as a source of data collection for this research 

work.  

One of the main advantages of using social media as a source of data on public 

opinions is its speed. Social media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook allow users to 

share their opinions in real-time, providing researchers with a wealth of data that can be 

analyzed quickly. According to Nwoluu (2022), social media data can provide an 
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expeditious understanding of the "public's" opinions. This is particularly useful in 

situations where time is of the essence, such as during political campaigns or in response 

to a crisis.  

Another advantage of using social media as a source of data on public opinions is its 

cost-effectiveness. Traditional methods of data collection, such as surveys and focus 

groups, can be expensive and time-consuming. In contrast, social media data can be 

collected at a relatively low cost, making it an attractive option for researchers with 

limited resources. Reveilhac, Brouard and Tiberj (2022) note that social media data can 

complement traditional survey data to study public opinion.  

Social media data also has the advantage of capturing real-time data. Traditional 

methods of data collection, such as surveys, are often conducted at a specific point in time 

and may not capture changes in public opinion over time. In contrast, social media data 

can provide researchers with a continuous stream of data that can be analyzed to identify 

trends and changes in public opinion (Reveilhac, Brouard and Tiberj, 2022).  

As Mcgregor (2020) notes, the use of social media data to understand the public may 

provide a retort to long-standing criticisms of surveys, specifically that surveys do not 

reveal hierarchical, social, or public aspects of opinion formation. Social media data can 

also provide researchers with a wealth of information about public emotions. Sentiment 

analysis, a technique used to identify and extract emotions from social media data, can 

provide researchers with insights into how people feel about a particular topic or issue.  

According to the authors of Nwolu (2022), social media provides an advantage 

politically during elections by allowing researchers to extract emotions from Twitter data. 

Social media data can also be used to detect opinion drift and carry out evolution analysis 

(Nwolu, 2022). According to Wang, Li, and Zhang (2019), the detection of opinion drift 

helps to discover the hotspot and early warning the crisis of public opinion. This is 
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particularly useful in situations where public opinion is rapidly changing, such as during a 

crisis or in response to a major event. Finally, social media data can provide researchers 

with a wealth of information about public perceptions of journalists' use of social media 

data to infer public opinion.  Moreover, according to Dubois, Baisnée and Tuchszirer 

(2018), people who use more social media are more likely to positively perceive 

journalistic use of social media data to infer public opinion. This suggests that social 

media users want to be heard publicly on social media and are more accepting of the use 

of social media data by journalists.  

 

Based on the above findings, it can be argued that social media has become an 

increasingly popular source of data for researchers to understand public opinions. The use 

of social media data to infer public opinion has several advantages, including its speed, 

cost-effectiveness, and ability to capture real-time data. Social media data can also 

provide researchers with a wealth of information about public emotions, opinion drift, 

and public perceptions of journalists' use of social media data. While there are limitations 

to using social media data, such as its limited representativeness and contextual nature, 

the advantages of using social media as a source of data on public opinions make it an 

attractive option for researchers, which is why it has been chosen as a source of data 

collection for this research work. 

 

2.1.4 Polls as a Data Collection Method 

Polls are an important method of qualitative data collection that provides a quick 

response about a particular issue under investigation and will also be used as a data 

collection tool in this thesis. Using polls makes it easy for the researcher to collect 

information relatively easily and effectively. Polling enables large amounts of data to be 
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collected from a large sample, making it possible to be representative of the entire 

population (Daikeler et al., 2021). The success of a poll in data collection needs to be 

simple and limit the number of choices so that respondents have an accurate account of the 

questions used in the poll. All people involved in a poll must be adequately informed 

about the study to give a precise account of the issue (Daikeler et al., 2021).  

2.1.5 Online Polls: Advantage of Online Poll Surveys in Research 

 

An online poll is a method of data collection that relies on a single question 

administered to many people to understand the perspective of the larger population. It is 

impossible to collect much demographic information using polls because they use a 

single question, but using multiple choices allows it to effectively manage large amounts 

of data (Daikeler et al., 2021).  According to research, the main advantage of polls is that 

they provide an easy and quick way of collecting qualitative data from a large sample 

population (Jones et al., 2013). The use of technology like social media provides easy and 

real-time access to information from a large population pooled from a wide geographical 

area. Secondly, it is easier to make a poll than other qualitative data collection methods 

because it can use survey software (Ponto, 2015). Technology can facilitate the collection 

of data from a wide geographical area without any limitations. Using technology in polls 

makes it less expensive even where extensive data is compiled from a wide geographical 

location. Thirdly, using technologies in polls makes it possible to apply advanced 

statistical analysis to increase the validity and reliability of the collected data (Daikeler et 

al., 2021). Consequently, the study will be able to analyze multiple variables from 

information gathered from polls. Besides, it is possible to collect an extensive range of 

data using polls like attitudes and opinions and minimize the possibility of errors 

(Daikeler et al., 2021).  Furthermore, Zhao & Leung (2013) investigated the factors 
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influencing online poll participation. The study found that perceptions of the usefulness 

and trustworthiness of online polls positively correlated with participation. This suggests 

that online polls can effectively engage internet users and elicit their opinions. Klaas 

(2003) discussed best practices in online polling and recommended exploring the 

potential of the online medium for polling methodologies. Adequate testing, clear 

presentation of objectives and questions, providing incentives for participation, and 

proper design were identified as important considerations. In addition, Conduit & 

Akbarzadeh (2020) examined the impact of pre-election polling on the democratic veneer 

in a hybrid regime. The study found that polling, even in authoritarian environments, 

creates an impression of participatory democracy and can contribute to constructing a 

perception of pluralism. Accordingly, it can be concluded that research suggests that 

online polls offer benefits such as improved engagement, enhanced teaching and learning 

experiences, increased participation, and the potential to construct a perception of 

democratic participation. These findings highlight the value of online polls as a research 

tool in various contexts. 

2.1.6 Limitations of Online Polls In Research 

On the other hand, polls have a significant limitation of the data collected because it 

is influenced by many factors beyond the researcher's control. Firstly, respondents in a 

poll are not obligated to provide an accurate and honest account of the questions under 

investigation (Ponto, 2015). This is a significant issue because the findings of the study 

can be misleading because of false information provided by respondents. Secondly, 

closed-ended poll polls can have low validity and compromise the study's findings (Jones 

et al., 2013). Thirdly, polls may be affected by errors due to non-responses, especially 

where the subject does not interest the target audience leading to bias in the study (Brick 
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& Williams, 2013). Lastly, polls sometimes collect unclear data because of the 

respondent's different understanding of the issues. 

2.1.7 Online Polls for this Research 

Although they have limitations, online polls have more advantages that make them 

suitable for this thesis’s objective.  Therefore, an online poll will be conducted on 

Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram. All polls will raise the same question to the targeted 

audience: social media users in Lebanon between 18 and 55. The questions will explore 

the audience’s perceptions towards various aspects of the October 2019 movement, 

namely where they believe it failed and where they believe it succeeded. In order to 

ensure compliance with the university’s research process requirements, an IRB form was 

filled. In reference to LAU’s website, “All research involving human subjects under the 

jurisdiction of the Lebanese American University and its affiliates (LAU Medical Center 

- Rizk Hospital) must be submitted to the LAU Institutional Review Board (IRB) for 

review and approval prior to commencing the research” (Lebanese American University, 

2023, p.1). Accordingly, an IRB form was filled (Appendix II) which included the 

following points:  Purpose and Rational of the study, Targeted participant population and 

justification, Sample size justification, Manner of recruitment and informed consent, 

Study procedures, Anticipated risks and potential benefits to participants and the steps 

taken to protect participants including management of adverse events, if any. 

Collecting data through an online poll on social media may be suitable for the above 

research for several reasons. First, social media platforms offer a large pool of potential 

participants, as many people use them to express their views and opinions on political and 

social issues. This allows for a diverse and representative sample of individuals who may 

have participated in or observed the October 17, 2019 protests in Lebanon. Second, 

online polls can be conducted quickly and easily, which can help to generate results 
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promptly. This is particularly important in a fast-moving political context, where the 

relevance and accuracy of data may diminish over time. Finally, social media polls can 

also allow for the anonymity and confidentiality of participants, which may encourage 

greater participation and honest responses. This can be particularly important for sensitive 

or controversial topics such as political protests, where participants may be hesitant to 

share their views publicly.  

 

2.1.8 Data Collection Process 

In collecting the data from social media, an online poll was conducted containing 7 

questions (Appendix 1) and launched on two social media platforms: Twitter and 

Instagram. The Facebook platform was used to promote the poll and attract traffic to both 

Twitter and Instagram. The participants were informed about the objective of this poll 

and asked to approve to consent to participate in the survey. The duration of the online 

poll was 24 hours, after which all results were collected and represented visually from 

each platform.  The online poll features of every platform provided a direct calculation of 

the percentages of every poll question.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

3.1 Popular Protests: An Overview 

Protest movements against corrupt governments are a well-documented 

phenomenon in political science literature. Scholars have studied the causes and 

consequences of such protests, as well as the strategies and tactics employed by protesters. 

For example, Johnston and Regan (2016) find that popular protests against corrupt 

governments often arise from a sense of grievance and frustration among citizens who feel 

that their government is not serving their interests. This can be driven by a range of 

factors, including economic inequality, political oppression, and lack of access to basic 

human rights. In their analysis of protest movements in Latin America, Johnston and 

Regan argue that these grievances are often exacerbated by a lack of institutional channels 

for citizens to express their concerns, leading them to take to the streets in protest. Other 

scholars have focused on the tactics and strategies used by protesters in these movements. 

Chenoweth and Stephan (2011) argue that nonviolent resistance is often more effective 

than violent protest in achieving political change. Their study of nonviolent resistance 

movements around the world found that such movements were twice as likely to succeed 

as violent movements and were more likely to result in democratic outcomes. 

Nevertheless, protests against corrupt governments can also have far-reaching 

consequences. In some cases, they have led to changes in government policy or the 

resignation of top officials. In other cases, they have sparked broader social and political 

movements that continue to shape the political landscape of the countries involved. 
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Accordingly, the findings appear to show that popular protests against corrupt 

governments are an important aspect of democratic governance, allowing citizens to 

express their grievances and hold their leaders accountable. However, they can also be 

challenging for governments to manage, and can sometimes result in violent or repressive 

responses. Understanding the causes and consequences of these protests is therefore an 

important area of research for political scientists and policymakers alike and can serve in 

fulfilling the objectives of this research work. 

3.1.2 What Moves the Public? 

Public protests are motivated by a range of factors, including political, economic, 

and social grievances. Scholars have studied these motivations in depth, providing insights 

into the underlying drivers of public protests. According to Tilly (2004), one of the 

primary motivations for public protests is the desire for political change. Citizens may take 

to the streets to demand reforms or to express their opposition to a particular government 

policy. Protests can be a powerful tool for citizen participation and can help to shape 

public discourse and policy. 

Economic factors are also important drivers of public protests. According to 

Heidbreder and Roeber (2020), economic inequality, poverty, and unemployment can all 

contribute to social unrest and protest movements. Citizens may take to the streets to 

demand greater economic opportunity and social justice. 

Social factors, such as discrimination and inequality, can also motivate public 

protests. According to Morris (2016), social movements are often driven by a desire for 

greater social equality and the elimination of discrimination. Protests can be a way for 

marginalized groups to demand recognition and justice. 
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In addition to these factors, political repression and human rights abuses can also 

motivate public protests. Moreover, McAdam et al. (2018) explain that repressive regimes 

often face opposition from citizens who are fighting for greater political freedom and 

human rights. Protests can be a way for citizens to challenge these regimes and demand 

greater democracy and civil liberties. 

Accordingly, the scholarly findings appear to show that public protests are 

motivated by a complex set of factors, including political, economic, and social 

grievances, as well as concerns about political repression and human rights abuses. These 

factors are interrelated, and public protests can be a powerful tool for citizens to express 

their grievances and demand change. 

3.1.3 Lebanon, October 17, 2019: A Protest or a Revolution?  

The October 17, 2019, protests in Lebanon have been described by some as a 

revolution, while others argue that they do not meet the criteria of a revolution. Several 

factors have been cited to support this argument, and academic literature offers some 

insights into this topic. First of all, it is important to provide a scientific definition of the 

term revolution. A revolution can be defined as a significant and fundamental change in 

the way a society or political system is structured, which is usually accompanied by a 

popular uprising against the existing order. Revolutions involve mass mobilization and 

collective action aimed at transforming the existing social, political, and economic 

systems, often resulting in the overthrow of the existing regime and the establishment of a 

new one. According to Skocpol (1979), "revolutions are social transformations of broad 

scope, involving major revisions of societal structures, values, and goals" (p. 4). Similarly, 

McAdam (1982) defines revolution as "a process of mobilization that leads to the 

formation of new social movements, which in turn challenge and replace existing 
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institutional arrangements" (p. 499). Nevertheless, the October 17, 2019 protests did not 

lead to any of these radical or structural changes date, hence they do not meet the 

definition of a revolution. 

Moreover, additional reasons why some do not consider the October 17, 2019 

protests a revolution include the absence of a clear political program or ideology that 

would define the movement's goals and objectives. According to Yassin (2020), "the 

absence of a clear political agenda or a coherent leadership structure led to the dispersion 

of energy and the inability to focus on specific goals" (p. 90). The lack of a unified and 

clear vision for the future weakened the protest movement and made it difficult to sustain 

its momentum. 

Another reason why some do not consider the October 17, 2019 protests a 

revolution is the limited impact they had on the political system. While the protests 

initially led to the resignation of the Prime Minister, they failed to bring about significant 

changes to the political system. As argued by Khattar and Najem (2021), "the failure of 

the October 17 uprising to bring about significant structural changes to the political 

system, such as the establishment of a secular state or the abolition of sectarianism, has led 

some to question the revolutionary nature of the movement" (p. 21). Furthermore, the lack 

of institutional support and the absence of a clear strategy for achieving the movement's 

goals have also been cited as reasons why some do not consider the October 17, 2019 

protests a revolution. As noted by Ayoub (2020), "the absence of a clear plan for 

achieving the movement's objectives, coupled with the lack of support from political 

parties and institutions, limited the ability of the October 17 uprising to bring about 

meaningful change" (p. 222). 
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Therefore, the October 17, 2019, protests in Lebanon cannot be considered as a 

revolution, based on the scientific definition of the term. The concept of revolution implies 

a significant and transformative change in the structures, norms, and power relations of a 

society, brought about through collective mobilization and political action, and none of 

that was realized after October 17, 2019. Moreover, the absence of a clear political 

program or ideology, limited impact on the political system, lack of institutional support, 

and absence of a clear strategy for achieving the movement's goals are additional  reasons 

why these events are a series of protests and not a revolution. Accordingly, this research 

work will maintain the term ‘protests’ when referring to these events. 

3.1.4 Drivers for the October 2019 Protests in Lebanon 

Findings from the literature appear to show that the protests that occurred in 

Lebanon in October 2019 were driven by a combination of economic, political, and social 

factors. Indeed, scholars have studied these drivers in detail, providing insights into the 

underlying causes of the protests. According to Abou-Sabaa (2021), the economic crisis in 

Lebanon was a major driver of the protests. The country had been struggling with high 

levels of debt and a stagnant economy for several years, and the government's response to 

these challenges was seen as inadequate by many citizens. Abou-Sabaa argues that the 

government's mismanagement of the economy, including the use of public funds for 

personal gain by political elites, was a significant contributor to the crisis.  

Another key driver of the protests was political dissatisfaction. According to Bazzi 

and Salem (2021), the political system in Lebanon is based on sectarianism, with power 

and resources distributed among religious groups. This has led to a system that is largely 

controlled by political elites, who use their positions to enrich themselves and their 

supporters. Bazzi and Salem argue that the protests were driven by a desire for greater 
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accountability and transparency from these elites, as well as a rejection of sectarianism as 

a basis for governance. 

The protests were also driven by social factors, including rising inequality and a 

lack of access to basic services. According to Aoun and Nour (2021), social inequality in 

Lebanon has been increasing for several years, with the gap between rich and poor 

widening. This has led to a sense of frustration and anger among many citizens, 

particularly young people who feel that they have been left behind by the country's 

political and economic systems. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that the protests in Lebanon in October 2019 were 

driven by a complex set of factors, including economic crisis, political dissatisfaction, and 

social inequality. These factors were interrelated, and the protests were a manifestation of 

widespread frustration and anger among citizens. The protests were notable for their 

inclusiveness, with people from all walks of life participating, and for their demand for 

greater accountability and transparency from political elites. 

3.1.5 Structural Strain Theory 

Structural strain theory is a theory that seeks to explain the relationship between 

social structure, social change, and deviance. The theory posits that deviance is a result of 

the strain that occurs when individuals are unable to achieve their goals through legitimate 

means. This strain is caused by a discrepancy between societal goals and the means 

available to achieve those goals. According to Merton (1938), the founder of the structural 

strain theory, societal goals are defined as success, wealth, and status, which are highly 

valued in most societies. However, not all individuals have equal access to the means to 

achieve these goals, such as education, employment, and income. Merton argued that this 
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creates a strain between the aspirations of individuals and the means available to them, 

which can lead to deviant behavior. Cohen (1955) expanded on Merton's work, proposing 

that structural strain theory can also be applied to the study of subcultures. Cohen argued 

that members of lower-class subcultures face an additional layer of strain, as they are not 

only excluded from mainstream society's goals and means but also face a different set of 

status and power hierarchies within their own subculture. This can lead to the development 

of deviant subcultures, where criminal behavior is valued and rewarded. Agnew (1992) 

further developed structural strain theory, arguing that strain is not only caused by a 

discrepancy between goals and means but also by negative experiences, such as 

victimization, discrimination, and abuse. Agnew argued that these negative experiences 

can lead to a sense of injustice, anger, and frustration, which can, in turn, result in criminal 

behavior. 

Based on the above findings, scholars appear to show that structural strain theory 

posits that deviance is a result of the strain that occurs when individuals are unable to 

achieve their goals through legitimate means. This strain is caused by a discrepancy 

between societal goals and the means available to achieve those goals, as well as negative 

experiences such as victimization, discrimination, and abuse. The theory has been 

influential in the study of criminology, providing a framework for understanding the 

relationship between social structure, social change, and deviance. 

3.1.6 October 2019 Protests: A Structural Strain Theory Perspective 

The October 17, 2019 protests in Lebanon can be analyzed through the lens of 

structural strain theory, which suggests that device and social movement occur when 

individuals are unable to achieve their goals through legitimate means due to societal 

structures and constraints. According to Harb and Dib (2020), and as discussed earlier in 
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this literature review, one of the main drivers of the Lebanese protests was economic 

strain, caused by high unemployment rates, inflation, and a lack of economic 

opportunities. These economic challenges created a sense of frustration and desperation 

among Lebanese citizens, who felt that they were unable to achieve their goals and 

aspirations through legitimate means. This economic strain was exacerbated by the 

political system in Lebanon, which is characterized by corruption, nepotism, and 

cronyism, and which has resulted in a lack of basic services and infrastructure for many 

citizens. 

In addition to economic strain, the Lebanese protests were also driven by political 

strain. As argued by Slim (2020), citizens in Lebanon felt that their political system was 

not representative of their needs and aspirations. The political system is dominated by 

sectarianism, with political parties representing different religious groups rather than the 

population as a whole. This has resulted in a lack of accountability and a sense of 

powerlessness among many Lebanese citizens, who feel that they are unable to influence 

the political system and effect change through legitimate means. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that the October 17, 2019, protests in Lebanon can 

be understood through the lens of structural strain theory. The protests were driven by 

economic and political strains, caused by a lack of economic opportunities, basic services, 

and infrastructure, as well as a political system that is dominated by sectarianism and 

corruption. These structural constraints created a sense of frustration and desperation 

among Lebanese citizens, who felt that they were unable to achieve their goals and 

aspirations through legitimate means. As a result, they took to the streets to demand 

change and to express their grievances, highlighting the need for structural reforms in 

Lebanon. 
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3.1.7 General Relations Between Elections, Reforms, And Revolutions 

 

Elections involve the formal process where individuals select their political 

representatives by voting. Elections provide citizens with the opportunity of participating 

in the decision-making process for the governance of their jurisdiction and express their 

preferences to the different candidates. Deets & Skulte-Quaiss (2020) outline the 

relevance of the elections in enhancing democratic governance and facilitating power 

distribution within the region. Lebanon has always utilized the confessionalism approach, 

where the power-sharing is sectarian-based, with religious communities playing an 

integral role in determining the leadership of the country (Flesch, 2018). In Lebanon, the 

general elections were held on May 15, 2022, where the religious communities were 

tasked with distributing reserved political seats to various constituencies based on the 

demographic weight of the region. Elections serve as a mechanism for peaceful political 

change allowing the population to select leaders and political leaders whose policies align 

with their interests (Mourad & Garrote, 2019).  

Reforms are the process in which the changes to be implemented are recommended 

to the existing political towards promoting good governance, addressing any 

shortcomings, and enhancing democratic processes (Assi, 2021). Reforms have been 

integral in addressing societal grievances reported in the region, and they can be initiated 

using different ways, including grassroots movements, policy changes, and legislative 

measures (Dagher, 2021). Reforms initiated can be used to address the electoral reforms, 

including revising electoral laws and regulations, or they can address the constitutional 

reforms where the country can amend the constitution towards strengthening democratic 

principles and protecting individual rights and freedoms (Corstange, 2017). Reforms are 

necessary in modern society due to the evolving needs of the population and the possible 
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shortcomings in the existing system. The reforms developed aim at improving the 

economic and social situations within the country, which has been essential in influencing 

the policies enacted within the region.  

Revolutions are profound and transformative changes within the political system 

and government structures where it involves collective action or mass mobilization of the 

population to challenge the existing political system (Corstange, 2017). Furthermore, 

revolutions are fueled by the widespread need for political changes where it reflects the 

population’s need for accountability, inclusivity, and justice in the government policies 

and political system (Assi, 2021). They are expected to provide the citizens with a 

platform for voicing their grievances and challenging the existing power structures. The 

mass mobilization can be aimed at challenging the government’s mismanagement and 

increased levels of corruption (Geha, 2018). Where there are no guidelines in place to 

tackle corruption in the region, political movements or uprisings are conducted to 

highlight the need for transparency and influence better governance and accountability 

practices (Hermez, 2011). In addition, revolutions aim at mobilizing activists and civil 

society organizations towards increasing civic participation and engagement, which fosters 

solidarity and aims at actively shaping the political agenda (Geha, 2018). Social injustices 

have significantly influenced the onset of revolutions highlighting the unfair resource 

distributions, improving living conditions, and access to quality healthcare services. Such 

initiatives are integral to improving the policy framework and enhancing the effectiveness 

of the government in addressing the issues affecting the population. 

3.1.8 Relationship Between Elections, Reforms and Revolutions   

Elections are a catalyst for realizing reforms and revolution. They provide a 

platform where the discontented and marginalized population can seek representation in 

the parliament, and they can advocate for reforms in the political situation of the region 
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(Deets & Skulte-Quaiss, 2020). As such, elections play a role in holding incumbent 

governments to be accountable by promoting transparency and good governance. The 

citizens initiate reform agendas, and they would be interested in voting for the 

representatives who are focused on addressing the proposed reform agendas (Salloukh et 

al., 2015). They can use elections to hold the representatives accountable for the proposed 

reforms in different sectors, including the economy, education, healthcare, and governance 

(Geha, 2018). In Lebanon, the elections provide an avenue for the citizens to express their 

desire for change and reforms, and accordingly, the parliamentary elections held in 2018 

were held with the expectations of the citizens on reforms to be implemented to improve 

economic stability, political governance, and transparency (Assi, 2021). However, the 

implementation of these reforms was faced with a myriad of challenges due to the 

religious communities' vested interests and political divisions. It should be noted that anti-

governmental demonstrations were reported prior to the 2022 general elections and the 

demonstrations were targeted at reforms to be made on the increased gas and tobacco 

prices and the new tax introduced on the messaging applications. These demonstrations 

were driven by the structural strain imposed by Lebanon's high unemployment rate, 

economic stagnation, and corruption.  

Research has shown that reforms and revolutions are interrelated. They occur 

following incremental changes or responses to public pressures and revolutions, which can 

lead to significant transformations in the region (Deets & Skulte-Quaiss, 2020). With 

reforms, they can be pursued through peaceful means, including institutional 

transformations, legislative reforms, and policy changes. Where the reforms or systemic 

changes within the region are hindered, there is the possibility of increased frustration 

among the individuals, as they might be dissatisfied with the government's initiatives to be 

enacted in the region (Baumann & Leenders, 2018). Such frustrations can escalate to 
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popular uprisings and revolutions. The revolutions are driven by the citizen’s desire for the 

government to initiate proposed reforms or when they are against the reforms 

implemented by the government. A typical cause of the revolution is oppression, 

inequality, and deep-rooted corruption, even when there are proposed initiatives to address 

these problems.  

In the case of Lebanon, there are calls for reforms that have led to nationwide 

protests and revolutions. For instance, what was known as  ‘the Cedar Revolution’ of 2005 

was initiated as a result of the Lebanese government's failure to address the political 

reform to end the presence of the Syrian military in Lebanon (Kurtulus, 2009). It led to the 

assassination of Rafik Hariri, the former prime minister, in February 2005 (Kurtulus, 

2009). With this political movement and protests, there was increased pressure on the 

Lebanese government, which led to the withdrawal of Syrian forces from Lebanon and 

paved the way for political changes in the country (Geukjian, 2016). In addition, the 

parliamentary election reforms of 2017 were aimed at addressing the concerns reported on 

the representation and fairness of the electoral system. It led to the introduction of the 

proportional representation system, which facilitated reduced sectarian divisions and 

enhanced accuracy in the representation in these electoral districts (Assi, 2021). Such 

initiatives are aimed at improving the electoral process in Lebanon and facilitating 

fairness. The other revolution resulting in reforms is the infamous "October Revolution" of 

2019 (Assi, 2021). The political uprising was due to increased corruption, deterioration of 

the Lebanese's living conditions, and economic mismanagement. The nationwide protests 

called for systemic reforms, which included the end of sectarian-based politics, economic 

justice, and the establishment of a non-corrupt government. Although the October 

Revolution did not result in immediate systemic changes, it shaped the political landscape 

in the region, and a new government was formed.  



 

 

27 

 

Some authors in literature have argued that revolutionary movements seek to 

challenge and disrupt the existing power structures, with the goal being to establish new 

order and system that reflects the needs and aspirations of people (Geha, 2018). In this 

regard, elections are the focal point where the citizens demand political reforms with the 

movements for change aimed at advocating for electoral reforms towards addressing 

issues such as political participation, unfair representation, and addressing transparency. 

Moreover, revolutions can be caused by dissatisfaction with the results of the election, 

where the citizens might perceive the elections to be marred with corruption and a high 

level of unfairness (Clark & Bassel, 2013). Dissatisfaction with the elections aims at 

contributing to the implementation of profound political change, and this can be integral in 

achieving the intended electoral objectives and improving the effectiveness of the policies 

implemented. Elections tend to act as a mechanism for consolidating and institutionalizing 

the changes initiated during the revolution (Deets & Skulte-Quaiss, 2020). However, it is 

worth noting that revolutions might be politically instigated, aiming at castigating the 

ruling government.  

Lebanon has experienced major opposition movements in the past, which have 

resulted in the implementation of new reforms and ideologies to shape the economy. The 

‘2005 Cedar Revolution’ resulted in political reforms and improved the integration of 

policies where public participation was considered an effective measure before 

implementing policies (Clark & Bassel, 2013). The aftermath of the October Revolution 

resulted in fundamental changes in the political system. The revolutionary movements 

aimed at forming new political parties and coalitions, which were integral in bringing the 

demands for reform to the forefront (Geha, 2018). The complexity of the power structures 

and political dynamics can be a challenge to the revolutionary momentum, which affects 

the overall electoral successes.  
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In Lebanon, there has been a distinct relationship between elections, reforms, and 

revolutions. However, this relationship is complex due to the political dynamics existing 

in the region (Geha, 2018). Elections are integral in realizing peaceful reforms, as the 

population votes for their preferred candidates or political parties supporting an ideology 

of their interest. However, elections have always been accused of lacking legitimacy and 

fairness (Felsch, 2023). Reforms can be implemented after elections or through mass 

mobilization. For the revolutions, they can result in systemic and structural changes, which 

can be because of mass demonstrations and frustrations of the companies on the existing 

policies (Salloukh et al., 2015). Lebanon’s political system has been influenced by radical 

transformation and deep-rooted discontent in the implementation of policies, which has 

significantly affected the ideologies proposed by the government.  

3.1.9 Futile Protests? Investigating the Reasons 

It can be established that the October 17, 2019, protests in Lebanon were massive 

and widespread, with hundreds of thousands of people taking to the streets to demand 

political and economic reforms. However, despite their size and intensity, these protests, 

two years on, appeared to be futile: they did not succeed in changing the system in 

Lebanon. There were several factors that contributed to the failure of the protests 

according to scholars. One reason is that the Lebanese political system is highly 

entrenched, and the ruling elites have a vested interest in maintaining the status quo. As 

argued by Abi-Habib and Fahim (2019), the ruling political class in Lebanon is highly 

sectarian, with each religious group having its own set of political leaders and power 

structures. This sectarian system has been in place since the end of the civil war in 1990 

and has created a network of patronage and corruption that benefits the ruling elites. As a 

result, the ruling class has a strong incentive to maintain the status quo and resist any 
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attempts at meaningful reform. Second, the protests lacked clear leadership and a cohesive 

set of demands. As argued by Slim (2020), the protests in Lebanon were largely 

decentralized and lacked a clear leader or organization that could articulate a coherent set 

of demands. This made it difficult for the protesters to negotiate with the ruling elites or to 

make meaningful progress towards their goals. In addition, the lack of clear demands 

made it easier for the ruling elites to dismiss the protests as disorganized and lacking in 

substance. Third, the protests were met with violent repression by the security forces. As 

documented by Human Rights Watch (2020), the security forces in Lebanon used 

excessive force against peaceful protesters, including the use of tear gas, rubber bullets, 

and live ammunition. This violent repression created a climate of fear and intimidation, 

which made it difficult for the protesters to continue their demonstrations and to make 

progress towards their goals. 

A more recent publication that investigated the reasons behind the regression in the 

October 17, 2019 protests is the article "Why Did the October 17 Revolution Witness a 

Regression in Numbers?" which was published by LCPS in September 2021. The article 

identified several factors that contributed to this regression in numbers, including the 

COVID-19 pandemic, sectarian polarization, and the lack of organization among the 

protest movement. It argued that the COVID-19 pandemic played a significant role in the 

decline in the number of protesters. The pandemic forced many people to stay at home, 

and the fear of contracting the virus discouraged others from participating in large 

gatherings. According to the article, "the fear of the virus played a decisive role in 

reducing the number of protesters in public spaces" (LCPS, 2021, p. 3). 

Furthermore, the article also highlighted the impact of sectarian polarization on the 

protest movement. The sectarian system in Lebanon has created deep divisions among the 
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population, and these divisions were reflected in the protest movement. The article argued 

that "sectarian polarization was a major obstacle to the unity and coherence of the protest 

movement" (LCPS, 2021, p. 4). The inability of the protesters to overcome sectarian 

divisions weakened the movement and contributed to the decline in the number of 

protesters. 

Finally, the article pointed to the lack of organization and coordination among the 

protest movement as a key factor in the decline in the number of protesters. The protest 

movement lacked clear leadership, a coherent set of demands, and an organized structure 

that could sustain the momentum of the protests. According to the article, "the lack of a 

clear leadership structure or formal decision-making mechanisms prevented the protest 

movement from developing a common strategy, coordinating actions, and providing a 

clear vision for the future" (LCPS, 2021, p. 5). 

Therefore, it can be concluded that, according to scholarly findings, the failure of 

the October 17, 2019, protests in Lebanon can be attributed to a combination of factors, 

including the entrenched nature of the Lebanese political system, the lack of clear 

leadership and demands among the protesters, and the violent repression by the security 

forces. Moreover, according to the LCPS article, the decline in the number of protesters 

was due to a combination of factors, including the COVID-19 pandemic, sectarian 

polarization, and the lack of organization and coordination among the protest movement. 

Therefore, while the protests did succeed in raising awareness about the need for political 

and economic reforms in Lebanon, they were ultimately unable to effect meaningful 

change in the system. 
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Dilemma Of Reformists Working In The Political System 

Reformists are driven by the desire to address societal problems and create positive 

change within the economy. They often find themselves grappling with the limitations and 

complexities of the political system when they seek to improve the policies and structure. 

Reformists work with the political systems, and they offer their influence on the policy-

making process despite the changes proposed being gradual and might take time to be 

implemented (Felsch, 2023). As such, it is necessary to explore the challenges they face, 

the compromises they should make, and the expectations of their performances from the 

public viewpoint.  

 

Challenges Faced 

First, the political system is entrenched in political elites. Fox (2021) mentions the 

challenges the Lebanese reformists face as Lebanon is deeply entrenched in the political 

elite, which has failed to adopt meaningful reforms resulting in mass protests on the 

country's sectarian system of government, corruption, and rampant mismanagement. The 

Lebanese government has failed to implement a comprehensive reform plan, and this has 

resulted in international donors being unwilling to release the $11 billion grant and loan 

that it had pledged during the Paris 2018 meeting (Jansen, 2020). The long-standing power 

and influence of the elite political group have significantly affected the integration of the 

policies aligning with the interests of the population. Reformers have faced resistance 

from these political elites, as their interest is in the implementation of sectarian policies, 

which seek to maintain their status quo. As indicated in Fox (2021), the "October 

Revolution" resulted in the development of Minteshreen, which is a reformist group 

interested in shaping the politics of the region. Fox (2021) mentions that Minteshreen has 



 

 

32 

 

faced obstacles due to corruption and systemic reforms toward increasing political 

engagement.  

Secondly, reformists face the challenge of clientelism and sectarianism. Geha 

(2019) indicates that Lebanon’s political system is premised on a sectarian power-sharing 

arrangement. This form of arrangement prioritizes sectarian affiliations over the 

aspirations and needs of the population. The government's actions are aimed at addressing 

the political leader’s consensus on the different needs and aspects within the region 

(Baytiyeh, 2019). The political consensus is aimed at protecting and preserving the right of 

the political and religious sects, and the aim is to secure loyalty and use the veto to align 

with the government's actions. According to Baytiyeh (2019), Lebanon's power-sharing 

political system has been accused of sectarian division, political instability, foreign 

intervention, and recurring conflicts. Reformists find it challenging to implement the 

policy framework where the political decisions are ingrained in clientelistic and sectarian 

practices (Hermez, 2011). This, in place, has significantly impacted the inclusivity in the 

policy frameworks and integration of the reforms addressing the effectiveness of the 

policy framework to achieve the intended success.  

Thirdly, political polarization is also a major challenge facing reformists. 

According to Lefèvre (2014), political polarization in Lebanon has resulted in divisions 

along ideological and sectarian lines. Salafi jihadists have always targeted the Sunnies, 

who might be aligned with the pro-Assad initiatives (Lefèvre, 2014). Sunni groups have 

always supported the Hezbollah-led aged and the resistance to Shia, which has a 

politically pragmatic approach undertaken by the group. The political landscape being 

highly fragmented, has affected the reformers in having a meaningful effect on the 

changes to be proposed. The divisions in the political elites within Lebanon hindered 

consensus building and cooperation toward realizing the intended reforms. According to 
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Deets & Skulte-Quaiss (2020), political polarization results in blocked reforms, as there 

can be competing prioritizing in the different sects within Lebanon. It is difficult for 

reformists to advance the agenda and challenge the interests of the different groups within 

the society. Such initiatives affect the proposal of change in the political system in 

Lebanon.  

Finally, the reformers faced a lack of accountability and increased corruption in 

Lebanon. The politics of consensus is marred with corruption, especially with Lebanon 

focusing on consociational politics (Deets & Skulte-Quaiss, 2020). Corruption is often 

reported in the sharing of power amongst the different sects. A high level of corruption has 

hindered the ability of the country to absorb the benefits of globalization, which has 

significantly decreased foreign direct investment (Deets & Skulte-Quaiss, 2020). It is 

challenging for reformists to recommend political strategies when there is rampant 

corruption in the region. Reformists are interested in tackling the issue of accountability 

and corruption, and they have faced resistance from those individuals implicated in 

corruption practices. The reformist's progress is hindered when the corrupt individuals are 

interested in safeguarding their interests while continuing to dominate the politics and 

power sharing in Lebanon. With a lack of accountability, it is difficult for reformists to 

hold the politicians responsible for the reported corruption in Lebanon.   

The Needed Compromises 

It can be argued that reformists need to make compromises to realize success in the 

implementation of the proposed policies and strategies. The reformist can build coalitions 

and alliances with the political elites. This is integral in establishing the common ground 

on the strategic and ideological differences, which is critical in realizing consensus in the 

implementation of policies. According to Assi (2016), building a coalition ensures that it 

increases political influence and creates a broader base in which the reformists can 
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undertake their policy framework in society. However, reformists need to compromise on 

their policy positions and dilute the scope of the reforms towards accommodating the 

preferences and interests of the coalition partners.  

The reformists can also compromise on their tactics in making progress on the 

reform issues, which can be addressed. The focus of the reformists should be on the 

overarching issues affecting the Lebanese population, such as the electoral system 

reforms. The compromise can be made on other policies, which the reformists are 

interested in implementing, and focus on the electoral system reforms, where the aim is to 

develop a proportional representation system (Felsch, 2023). The comprehensive 

overhauls can be challenging to the reformists, and their interest can be in the incremental 

changes having a subtle effect on the political system. Additionally, working with the 

existing institutions helps in understanding the mechanisms to be undertaken in improving 

the efficiency of the change implementation. For instance, reformers can be voted as 

parliamentarians, and they can focus on addressing the corruption and inefficiency in the 

ruling elite. With such an initiative, it ensured that the reformists focused on the balancing 

act between the challenging status quo and the constraints in the political systems.  

Reformists can negotiate with the political elites rather than utilizing the using the 

revolution and mass demonstrations to air their grievances (Dagher, 2021). In engaging 

with the political elites in Lebanon, they can compromise their ideologies on working with 

these political elites. In addition, the political elite has significant influence and power 

within Lebanon, and the compromise realized should be aimed at improving their 

commitment to the political needs of the population (Salloukh et al., 2015). The 

negotiation process involves finding common grounds and seeking compromises while 

making concessions aligning with the interests of the political elites. Reformists have 

viewed this strategy as a pragmatic approach, which has largely affected the 
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implementation of reforms and realizing the effective measures to align with the needs of 

the population.  

A compromise is also realized where there is a balance between radical demands 

and incremental change. Reformists utilize mass demonstration and revolution, and this is 

often reported by independent activists. For instance, the "October 17" of 2019 and the 

"You Stink" movement of 2015 were focused on radical changes in political reforms 

(Assi, 2020). Such initiatives are always faced with resistance from the political elite in 

Lebanon, and the reformists have focused on the incremental changes in influencing the 

policy framework and the changes in Lebanon. Reformists are tasked with assessing the 

political realities in place and the public support for the proposed reforms and weighing 

the options between radical demands and incremental changes (Corstange, 2017). The 

compromise realized is aligned with the effect of the actions on the international actors. 

Some donor organizations can engage with civil society organizations, such as the 

Lebanese Transparency Association (LTA), in supporting incremental changes in the 

political policies in the region (Corstange, 2017). There should be a balance between the 

demands of the political elites, international actors, and the strategy undertaken by the 

reformists.  

Expectations of the Reformists' Performances  

The public expects that the reformists should challenge corruption, which is a 

major impediment to the political system in Lebanon. Guilherme France Transparency 

International (2022) mentions that corruption is worsening with no resources allocated to 

the implementation of anti-corruption initiatives. The high-level officials have been 

involved in corruption cases, with Raid Salameh reported to be involved in a Ponzi 

scheme in 2019. Alkoutami (2022) indicated that the French and Swiss prosecutors 

mentioned that Salameh was part of the hefty corruption where they were involved in 
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moving US$300 from the central bank to their offshore accounts. Balian (2022) mentioned 

the possibility of his involvement in increased capital flight and tax evasion. With the 

increased level of corruption in Lebanon, reformists are tasked with addressing these 

issues and proposing policies to end corruption in Lebanon.  

The public expects the reformists to be involved in addressing economic 

challenges through economic reforms. This includes proposing policies to address high 

inflation, high unemployment rate, and deteriorating currency. Reformists are required to 

work towards addressing these issues towards stimulating economic growth, creating job 

opportunities, and alleviating economic hardships. As indicated by Ishaker & Youssef 

(2022), the interest should be aligning the economic reforms with the recommendations 

provided by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) on creating unemployment 

opportunities for the population. The public expects that the reformists can emphasize 

these recommendations and provide the necessary strategies aligning with the needs of the 

population. The other expectation is on good governance, where the reformists are 

required to propose measures that improve good governance, including accountability, 

transparency, and efficiency of the government in distributing public services and 

resources. Good governance can be addressed with the change from sectarian-based 

politics to representation politics, where all the individuals are represented in the 

government without considering their political background. With such initiatives, the 

reformists will be successful in addressing service delivery and social justice across 

Lebanon.  

Dilemma in the Arab World 

The reformist’s dilemma experienced in Lebanon is also shared in other Arab 

countries. Most Arab countries are entrenched in elite political systems, which are 

characterized by high levels of corruption and limited political freedoms. Espinoza & Foy 
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(2022) sheds light on the level of corruption in Qatar, with the EU accusing Qatar and 

Morocco of bribing the EU legislators to influence the policy framework. As such, it 

indicates that Asian countries have a political elite system developed on authoritarian 

frameworks with interest being on achieving their goals and objectives without assessing 

the implication on other countries (Nadim, 2019). The ruling elites tend to resist the 

reforms proposed that address corruption, as the interest is to provide support to the elite 

team. These challenges tend to compromise the political elites in the various Arab 

countries, and the lack of accountability and corruption has navigated the complexity of 

the power dynamics in such regions. There was a period of uprising, including the Arab 

Uprising, which affected the implementation of the reforms (Ahmad, 2020). Arab 

Uprising was based on the radical changes to be implemented in the Arab World, and this 

was a major dilemma for the reformists interested in incremental changes in the political 

system (Hermez, 2011).  

Reformists also faced a dilemma in the Arab world when they were tasked with 

striking a balance between participating in the existing political system towards driving 

change. With the current system accused of favoritism and working with the political elite 

to achieve its objective, it is a major challenge for the reformists to work with this political 

regime. Ottaway (2019) mentions the credibility of the reformist's agents while working in 

the current political system. With the increase in corruption levels and lack of 

accountability, this can be challenging for reformists who are interested in transforming 

the political landscape (Nadim, 2019). For instance, the shift from an authoritarian regime 

to a political grey zone had some reformists being compromised due to the high level of 

corruption in the region (Namli, 2019). As such, reformists face these dilemmas when 

implementing their mandate and ensuring that political reforms are realized in the Arab 

World.  
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While the literature review findings provided significant information regarding the 

drivers of the October 17, 2019, protests and the reasons for their apparent failure, a gap 

exists in the research which is the lack of sufficient information on the current perceptions 

of the Lebanese public towards these protests, two years after they occurred. Given the 

importance of taking into account the public perception of these protests, this research 

work will conduct primary research to collect data in order to fill the gap. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 RESULTS 
 

The results were gathered from an online poll that surveyed more than 3,000 

respondents across two social media platforms: Instagram and Twitter. These platforms 

have been chosen given the fact that they provide an online poll tool and are among the 

most widely used platforms in Lebanon as far as our target audience is concerned. It 

should be noted that while more than 11,000 individuals were reached, only 3,000 chose 

to respond to the questions. This can be attributed to either the lack of interest of those 

who chose not to respond or their indecisiveness on the answers. The list of questions is 

found in Appendix 1. 

 

Figure 1 How do you define the October 19 event? 
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According to figure 1 above, the majority of the respondents define the October 17, 2019, 

event as a political protest (46%, 54%) followed by an uprising (36%, 33%), only 18% 

considered it a revolution. 

 

 

Figure 2 What do you think were the motives of the October 17 events? 

 

When asked about the motives, the results were divided into: socio-economic motives 

(41%, 39%) and external political motives (43%, 41%) 
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Figure 3 Did you personally take part in the protests from October 2019 onwards? 

Up to 40% of the respondents personally took part in the protests, according to figure 3. 

 

Figure 4 How did the events of October 2019 make you feel? 

The results appear to show that the vast majority of the respondents (up to 81%) feel 

heavily disappointed 3 years after the protests. 
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Figure 5. Do you believe the October 2019 protests were infiltrated by ruling political 

parties? 

 

As much as 93% of the respondents considered the October 17 protests to be politically 

infiltrated (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 6. What do you think was the main weakness of the October 2019 protests? 
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According to the respondents, the main weakness of the protest appears to be the lack of  a 

unified political vision (44%), in addition to lack of clear leadership and organizational 

weaknesses (up to 32% and 27% respectively) 

 

Figure 7 Looking back at the events of October 17 and their social, political, and financial 

aftermath, would you have wished that they never occurred? 

Finally, after considering the political, social, and economic consequences of the events, 

most of the respondents wished that the October 17 events never occurred (up to 66%) 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  

To reiterate, the objective of this research work was to explore whether the October 

17, 2019 protests could be described as a revolution, the underlying reasons behind 

October 17, 2019 protests, and the perception of the public towards the protests. Overall, 

the findings appeared to show an overwhelmingly negative sentiment towards the 

protests, combined with a lack of trust and representation of structural, socio-economic 

issues.  

 

5.1 Perception 

 
The results appear to show an overwhelmingly negative perception towards October 

17, 2019 by the respondents. This is evident in the fact that most of them consider it 

politically motivated, has more than main weakness and was politically infiltrated. 

Moreover, most of them wished that it never happened, after considering its 

consequences. These results can be attributed to the fact that the October 17 protests did 

deliver in terms of a clear political project capable of making an impact on the system. 

The responses of the respondents reflect the overall negative sentiment that the public has 

towards the socio-economic situation in the country, and they do not appear to separate 

October 17 from the list of causes of that situation. In fact, it can be argued that the events 

brought more challenges to the citizens than opportunities and were a major catalyst in 

the socio-economic meltdown which the country has experienced ever since late 2019.  
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5.2 Credibility 
October 17 does not appear to be highly credible according to the respondents, and 

there is alignment in the results on this conclusion: seen as politically infiltrated, 

politically driven (especially from external sources), in addition to having multiple 

weaknesses, October 17, 2019 appears to have a damaged reputation and far from being 

trusted from most of the respondents. This aligns with the finding in the literature by 

Yassin (2020) who argued that the protests were more of a ‘harsh winter’ and not a 

Spring, given their failure to deliver on their key political goals or in making a 

meaningful change in the system. 

 

5.3 Weaknesses  
Among the main weaknesses of October 17, 2019, is the lack of leadership and the 

disorganization and division among its groups. The lack of a single, clear representative, 

leader or even team of officially representative leaders that are endorsed cross-nationally 

has limited the protests’ ability to negotiate, lobby for political goals or produce a single 

political project for change. This finding appears to be consistent with the finding by Van 

Dyke (2017), which revealed that the role of the leader is crucial in the success of public 

movements, as he or she gives direction, orientation, support, accountability, and 

representation. Moreover, an earlier study by Nepstad and Bob (2006) suggested that 

personal leadership predicts that a single, highest ranking individual initiates the most 

group movements and can maximize their potential to succeed and reach their goals. e Yet 

what October 17, 2019, appears to have had was distributed leadership, which, according 

to Nepstad and Bob (2006) is where different members lead the group on different 

occasions and affiliative individuals have more initiations.  
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5.4 Success or Failure 

 
Overall, the respondents’ answers appeared to show that the October 17, 2019, 

protests were a disappointing failure if we consider the expectations of the protestors 

themselves and the objectives of the protests. In essence, the protests were driven by the 

need for reforms, combatting corruption, accountability and structural changes that aim to 

alleviate the daily struggles and strains which the protestors and the overall Lebanese 

citizens were going through. Yet, since none of these objectives clearly materialized, 

disappointment was expected. This was evidence in the responses which showed, beyond 

disappointment, an apparent regret and identification of multiple weaknesses in the 

protests, in addition to perceiving the protests and the activists as having low credibility, 

as indicated by the majority of the respondents. This finding can be related to a recent 

study by Kali (2023), who found that one reason for the negative sentiment towards 

protests is that they can be costly and can cause economic setbacks and loss of life. This is 

consistent with the facts from the case of Lebanon: According to “The Economist” 

magazine, the depreciation of the exchange rate caused the Lebanese protests of 2019-

2020, which eventually led to the resignation of the Prime Minister and his cabinet. After 

the resignation occurred, the COVID-19 pandemic forced additional companies to close 

their doors and lay off employees. Moreover, PM Hassan Diab has stated that the country 

will default on its debt bond cycle and will seek to restructure agreements amid the 

escalating financial crisis that has affected foreign currency reserves. Lebanon was due to 

pay 1.2 billion euros on March 9, and is expected to produce another $700 million in April 

and another $600 million in June. Due to the shortage of foreign currency, the prime 

minister said reserves had fallen to a "worrying and dangerous level that prompts the 

Lebanese government to suspend the payment of the Eurobond maturity on March 9 due 

to the need for these funds." Moreover, Sarah Dadouch (2020) from the Washington post 
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revealed that according the head of the research department at Bank Audi,  Lebanese 

banks owned $12.7 billion out of $30 billion in the country as of January. The central bank 

kept $5.7 billion, and the rest is owned by foreign creditors. In addition, the debt-to-GDP 

ratio is now 170%. The default is the first in the country's history. The inflow of foreign 

currency has slowed, and the value of the Lebanese pound has fallen relative to the dollar 

and other currencies (Dadouch, 2020). The nation’s commercial banks also imposed strict 

restrictions on dollar withdrawals and remittances to maintain reserves. Because of this, 

the sovereign debt of Lebanon has become an undesirable designation (Dadouch, 2020).  

Furthermore, the shortage of dollars used for daily transactions in Lebanon and the 

collapse in the value of the lira has reduced the country's ability to pay for imports, 

including necessities such as wheat and oil. Banks stopped providing short-term loans to 

companies and no longer provided them with import dollars, forcing people to resort to 

black markets. There was (and continues to be) hyperinflation, causing a massive loss of 

purchasing power and an increase in poverty. The price of fava beans, a common bean in 

the region, increased by 55% in March 2021 compared to 2020. Sugar saw an increase of 

67%, while the prices of wheat, tea, rice and cigarettes increased by nearly 50% over the 

same period (Dadouch, 2020). 

Another factor is the use of aggressive police responses, which can lead to injuries and 

deter future protests (Richardson, Swart, Govender and Seedat, 2022). Furthermore, the 

lack of coordination among protest groups can also contribute to their failure (Levi and 

Murphy, 2006).  Moreover, Tabar et al. (2023) discuss the seriousness of the preparations 

for the parliamentary elections after the protests:  they were tainted by many distortions. 

The first is the lack of coalition lists emerging, at least in terms of alliances; The second is 

the lack of a base for male and female candidates, in contrast to what some civil society 

parties are marketing, which rely on massive funding and partisan agendas, albeit 
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unannounced. The third is the intensification of the conflict between the traditional 

powers, despite their convergence over the battle for sovereignty; The fourth is the 

absence of scientific activity in opinion polls that helps determine the nature of the 

candidates and candidates who are supposed to fight the battle and their chances of 

success. The fifth is ignoring the importance of addressing the minds of the electorate in 

order to make a better choice. The sixth is the weak encounter with the exceptional efforts 

made by the Lebanese diaspora to bring about a shift in the numbers of voters, men and 

women, in favor of the forces of change. These six distortions need to be addressed 

quickly, away from the childishness of public relations and formal folklore, banquets of 

mobile gossip, or “WhatsApp” groups that have transformed in one aspect into a show-off 

platform to record a position only, according to Tabar et al. (2023). 

Therefore, it can be argued that protests can fail if they do not result in immediate change, 

as the coordination of citizen protest is costly and may not be sustained over time 

(Acemoglu and Robinson, 2000). These scholarly findings can help in explaining the 

negative sentiments and perceptions towards the October 17, 2019 protests in Lebanon. 

 

5.4.1 Lebanon’s Mass Demonstrations Since 2011 

 

The Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies recently published the book 

“October 17 Uprising in Lebanon: Squares and Testimonies” by Paul Tabar, Khaled 

Ziada, Ziyad Al-Sayegh, Fawzi Yammine, Jamil Karam, Obeida Takriti, Ghaith 

Hammoud, Muhammad Abi Samra and Walid Hussein. According to Tabar et al. (2022), 

between 2011 and 2019, Lebanon witnessed three occasions in which activists 

demonstrated in the street; In 2011, on the impact of the Arab revolutions that broke out 

that year, demonstrators chanted for the first time in Beirut the famous slogan of the Arab 

Spring: "The people want the fall of the regime." The hundreds of demonstrators who 



 

 

49 

 

demonstrated at the time during a few weeks were not confronted with repression, unlike 

what was happening in Libya, Egypt and Syria. Where the system means the ruling head 

who monopolizes the state and confiscates politics. As for the regime in Lebanon, it is 

divided between a group of sectarian partisan forces and currents that were divided in 

their position on the Syrian revolution, between a supporter of it and a supporter of the 

ruling regime in Damascus, according to Tabar et al. (2023). 

Moreover, the authors indicate that the movements that Lebanon witnessed before 2019 

can be considered as introductions for the outbreak of anger on October 17, as an 

expression of the rejection of a large part of the Lebanese people, the behavior of the 

forces of power, their biases, and their corruption. The specificity of both the structure of 

the Lebanese regime and the relationship of the state with society does not preclude 

reading “October 17” in the context of the 2011 Arab revolutions. Indeed, what was 

known as the "Arab Spring" left its impact on Lebanon through the sympathy shown by 

many activists, especially with the Syrian revolution, on which the Lebanese government 

at the time took a neutral position under the slogan of "self-distancing." (Tabar et al., 

2023). 

The testimonies show that the October 17 forces were able to attract public opinion in 

the first six months only, with the relative support of private media outlets, bearing in 

mind that the Lebanese media is basically polarized by the forces of the ruling system, 

either completely or has varying shares in it. The media competition was most positive in 

sending targeted messages in those first months, then it subsided, and the media platforms 

were dominated by personalities who preferred not to limit themselves to belonging to a 

group, an entity, or a coalition. In order to avoid making room for their liquidation, a 

justification that was not convincing. Then, distracted messages and distraction by some 

internal conflicts in the groups aborted the possibility of the movement entering a 
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professional address to public opinion and creating a critical mass. This does not mean at 

all that disagreements have become entrenched over the titles of the battle for change. On 

the contrary, the battle was unified, and the disparity and differentiation in tactics, which is 

sometimes more dangerous than strategies in the event of a loss of good management 

(Tabar et al., 2023). Moreover, the study points out that in the battle between the forces of 

October 17 and the forces of the ruling system, the electoral process was expected to be 

democratically decisive. However, in Lebanon, democracy was shattered, and its concepts 

distorted, and it was falsely dressed in the garb of consociationalism, and the forces of the 

ruling system turned it into a kind of acquired veto for the components of the workers 

within its framework (Tabar et al., 2023). It can be argued, therefore, that the October 17 

forces did not address the dilemma of postponing the municipal and elective elections, nor 

did they persuade the legislative and executive authorities to call for by-elections to fill 

vacancies in the seats of the resigned deputies, while respecting the principle of separation 

of powers. Specifically, Tabar et al. (2023) argue that these forces did little effort to 

challenge this inaction and postponement, and the forces of the ruling system are still 

doing what they deem appropriate for their interests. 

5.4.2 The Leadership Gap 

 

    Perhaps among the most influential weaknesses of the October 17 protests is that they 

were leaderless movements. While they were coordinators and representatives for a 

variety of groups, there was no single, clear, cross-national leadership. The crucial role of 

leadership in the success and effectiveness of October 17 as a political and social 

movements should be examined by first properly understanding the nature of the Lebanese 

society: a collectivist, tribal society, where the tribes are in the form of sects (religious 

political groups) and pledge their loyalty to their community, led by a leader. In such a 

society, as Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1896) said in his ‘’Du contrat social, of 1762 , the 
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individual finds his or her freedom and true being only in the strong submission to the 

community’s ‘general will’ - an attitude that is very prevalent in the constituents of the 

current ruling parties in Lebanon. These parties extend their support from the strong 

loyalty of their constituents – a loyalty that has been manifested in the results of every 

round of elections since at least 2005. Moreover, in the collectivist culture, loyalty is 

encouraged towards the group, and decisions are made based on what is best for the group.  

Common goals, instead of individual pursuits are emphasized, and the rights of families 

and communities come before that of the individual. Furthermore, Hofstede (1981) 

explored cultural dimensions and found that collectivist cultures prioritize interdependence 

and group harmony. Leadership is crucial in managing and maintaining these values 

within the community. The study suggests that effective leadership in collectivist cultures 

fosters cooperation, collaboration, and social cohesion. In addition, Yammarino et al. 

(2012) discussed collectivistic leadership approaches and emphasized the need to shift 

from individual leadership theory to cultural leadership theory. They highlighted the 

importance of understanding the role of a focal leader, operationalizations, and empirical 

results in collectivist cultures. This research underscores the significance of leadership in 

aligning individual and collective goals in collectivist cultures. Finally, Sertel et al. (2022) 

conducted a meta-analysis on the effects of leadership on performance and found that 

leadership has a higher impact on performance in vertical-collectivist cultures compared to 

horizontal-individualist cultures. This suggests that leadership is particularly important in 

collectivist cultures for achieving goals and enhancing performance.  Plus, Malyadri 

(2020) highlighted the influence of leadership characteristics, such as self-confidence, 

competitive spirit, and leadership ability, on the empowerment of tribal members into the 

mainstream of society. In addition, Gram-Hanssen (2021) discussed the distributed form 

of leadership in collectivist societies, where leadership positions are subject to change 
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between individuals and groups over time. They found that leadership is accountable to 

influential governing groups and the tribe as a whole. This form of leadership ensures 

collective decision-making and consensus-building within the community. These findings 

demonstrate the importance of leadership in tribal, collectivist societies such as Lebanon. 

Leadership is essential for conflict resolution, social order, community development, and 

self-governance and empowering marginalized groups and ensuring the cultural 

preservation and well-being of tribal communities (LeFebvre and Franke, 2013) – all of 

which are critical in Lebanon’s highly pluralistic, tribal sectarian society. Therefore, it can 

be concluded, based on research evidence, that leadership in collectivist cultures such as 

Lebanon is highly important. It is specifically essential for maintaining group harmony, 

fostering cooperation, achieving organizational goals, building trust, and making effective 

decisions. Effective leadership in collectivist cultures aligns individual and collective 

interests, promotes social cohesion, and contributes to the overall success and well-being 

of the community.  

5.4.3 Leadership and Political Movements 

 

Furthermore, there is research evidence that proves that leadership is crucial for the 

success, effectiveness, and sustainability of political protests and social movements. 

Namely, there is an established role for leadership in mobilizing and sustaining 

participation in protests. Evidence to support this comes from Bursztyn et al. (2021), who 

conducted a study on the dynamics of protest movements and found that sustained 

political engagement is important for the success of movements. They found that 

incentives to attend one protest within a political movement increase subsequent protest 

attendance, but only when a sufficient fraction of an individual's social network is also 

incentivized to attend the initial protest, which is where the role of leadership comes in. 

Furthermore, Leadership plays a crucial role in shaping public opinion and garnering 
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support for the movement. In their study, Park & Einwohner (2019) examined the public 

acceptance of protest and its relevance to the success of social movements. They found 

that public opinion, which is influenced by the political environment, can impact a 

movement's abilities to succeed. The acceptance of protest itself may be an outcome of 

social movements. This suggests that leadership is needed to effectively communicate the 

goals and messages of the movement to different segments of society. In addition, Park & 

Einwohner (2019) analyzed General Social Survey data and found that the public has 

become more accepting of protest over time. Factors such as age, education, gender, 

employment status, and political interest influence the acceptance of different types of 

protests. Therefore, it can be concluded that the research evidence supports the 

importance of leadership in political protests and social movements. Leadership is crucial 

for mobilizing and sustaining participation, shaping public opinion, and creating a 

supportive environment for the movement. Effective leadership is essential for the 

success, effectiveness, and sustainability of these movements. 

Based on the above findings, it can be argued that the lack of leadership in the case of 

the October 17 protests in Lebanon shows to be an important contributor to the lack of 

effectiveness, unity, and harmony which these protests eventually appeared to show.  

5.4.4 The Way Forward 

 

The findings of this research work have shown that the protests of October 17, 2019, 

while significant and unprecedented in scale and impact, fell short of providing a viable 

political alternative due to a variety of reasons, ranging from the lack of leadership to the 

political infiltrations, divisions and the chaotic nature of its movements. It can be argued, 

though, that the election of the 13 independent MPs is the only breakthrough that was 

driven by the protests, the momentum they created and the new electoral law that provided 

Lebanese expats with the right to vote from abroad. Nevertheless, these 13 MPs are 
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individual MPs; they are not a coalition, a political party or any organized group with a 

unified agenda, political project or political discourse. Therefore, even with the presence 

of the 13 individual independent MPs, little has been done to introduce the much needed 

structural, legislative and policy changes which constituted the heart of the demands of 

October 17, 2019. 

Looking ahead, whether it was the October 17 or any future political movement, 

delivering tangible political alternatives is key for its success and credibility. For that to 

happen, the main weaknesses previously identified in this thesis should be addressed, in 

addition to key organizational and policy steps intended to improve the movement’s 

coherence and leverage as it attempts to influence the system.  

On the organizational level, any political movement in Lebanon will need leadership in 

order to maximize its effectiveness, minimize chaotic, sporadic initiatives and ensure clear 

direction. However, the selection of the leaders (whether they were an individual leader or 

a team of leaders) should be done on strict criteria that ensures these leaders not only 

deliver, but also have the right personality traits and leadership style that allows them to 

gain the trust and support of the group. In this regard, the authors Nuzulia & Why (2020) 

investigated the role of dark personality traits in leadership role and found that leadership 

positions in collectivist cultures are influenced by personality traits such as narcissism, 

psychopathy, Machiavellianism, conscientiousness, and intelligence. This suggests that 

leadership selection and effectiveness are crucial considerations in collectivist cultures 

such as Lebanon. 

Secondly, on the governance level, any leadership body will need to aim for short term 

and long-term political goals. For instance, the movement’s leadership would be given a 6-

months timeline to accomplish a specific set of political and organizational targets, based 

on which it would be held accountable by its constituents. Several reasons justify such an 
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ultimatum: the urgency of the need for political, economic and institutional reform. In 

addition, the importance of establishing credibility early on and gaining public trust 

through concrete actions, not mere discourse. Plus, to avoid any conflict of interest, there 

needs to be collegial decision making and adherence to strict rules whereby members of 

the movement’s leadership will vow not to run or elections and or participate in any public 

auction. It should also function on good governance principles, which include 

accountability, the rule of law, transparency, participation, responsiveness, effectiveness 

and efficiency and finally, equity and inclusiveness. It can be argued that such a leadership 

that is subjected to specific short-term targets, a time frame and accountability will be 

pressured to deliver on its promises and prioritize collective, not individual interests. 

    On the operational level, the organized political movement should be well-funded to 

ensure its sustainability and the commitment of its leadership. However, to ensure 

dedication to a local political agenda, the financing should be exclusively by its own 

members and constituents, in addition to members of the Lebanese diaspora who share the 

vision of wanting to bring about positive, meaningful change to their country. This would 

also help in gaining public trust. 

 

Finally, influencing the current system requires that any political movement is 

represented in the Lebanese parliament and can negotiate with the various political groups 

in power. Deciding to indefinitely challenge and oppose the current system, instead of 

negotiating with it, advocating and lobbying from within the system has proven to be 

costly and futile. Therefore, any political movement will need to train, nominate, and 

support candidates for elections in every Lebanese region with the aim of joining the 

Lebanese parliament, forming coalitions with other political groups with a similar agenda 

and leveraging such an alliance to negotiate with conventional political parties to push 
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reformist legislative proposals, monitor government performance and challenge attempts 

to enforce destructive economic, social, non-reformist policies. 

    Based on the above discussion, it is reasonable to expect that an independently, well-

funded future political movement led by a clear, dedicated leadership following good 

governance principles, working towards specific, short term, urgent objectives and held 

accountable accordingly, will be more effective in delivering and negotiating for political 

and legislative agendas that are more oriented towards the aspirations, needs and 

expectations of the Lebanese pubic across sectarian and regional lines. Further research is 

needed on this topic to assess the feasibility of such a proposition properly and 

empirically. 

 

5.5 Conclusion: 
In conclusion, this thesis aimed to explore the underlying reasons behind October 

17, 2019, protests in Lebanon, the relationship of these protest to the concept of revolution 

and structural strain. In addition, it aimed to investigate the perception of the public 

towards the 2019 public protests and political movements and to provide an analysis of the 

findings using an international affairs theory as it relates to the topic. According to the 

findings from secondary and primary sources, the thesis finds that the events of October 

17, 2019, do not fit the scientific definition of a revolution, since the latter is defined as a 

significant and fundamental change in the way a society or political system is structured – 

something which did not occur as a result of these protests to date. However, the drivers of 

the protests do fit within the concept of structural strain theory, which suggests that 

deviance and social movement occur when individuals are unable to achieve their goals 

through legitimate means due to societal structures and constraints. Such constraints and 

stresses have been accumulating in Lebanon over the years preceding the events of 
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October 17, 2019. As for the perception of the public towards these protests, the primary 

data findings appeared to show an overwhelming negative sentiment by the surveyed 

Lebanese social media public: a combination of disappointments, skepticism, disapproval, 

and a feeling of regret towards these protests was clear in the survey results. Taking into 

consideration the weaknesses and gaps that were identified in the October 17 political 

events, this research work provided solutions to be followed by future political movements 

in order to maximize their performance politically and with their constituents towards 

more effective and meaningful change. 

5.5.1 Implications: 

    The implications of these findings are on policy makers, civil society activists and 

scholars. Policy makers should consider devising policies that prevent future structural 

strains on the public and prioritize the socio-economic needs and rights of the Lebanese 

citizenry. Such policies would help in avoiding future riots, protests and internal conflicts 

that can be costly on the economic, social and security levels. Civil society activists, 

especially those that were involved in the October 17, 2019 protests should use the 

findings to reconsider their strategies: political, mobilization and public communication 

strategies in ways that would increase their ability to achieve political targets that relate to 

the public’s needs and gain leverage when negotiating and dealing with the ruling class, 

instead of relying on public protests that are mostly confined to the streets and often take a 

chaotic turn, not a politically fruitful one. Specifically, a consideration of a leadership 

body to represent the majority of the protestors, take initiatives in achieving better 

organizational, logistical, operational and tactical goals that serve the movements’ 

purpose. This includes a unified vision, mission and an agreed upon operations strategy. 

Finally, scholars, in the light of the primary research findings and the sentiments expressed 

by the surveyed public, should further explore the underlying cultural and other factors 
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that have contributed to the ineffectiveness of the civil society and political groups behind 

these protests in reaching their political goals. 

5.5.2 Limitations: 

Despite the significance of this research work’s findings, it did have a few limitations. 

First, the primary data was collected from a sample of respondents active on social media. 

Accordingly, it cannot be considered fully representative of the overall population of 

October 17 participants or the overall Lebanese population that has been affected by these 

events and their aftermath. Moreover, in terms of its methodology, the thesis adopted a 

single data collection method, which was a social media survey on two platforms. This 

may have limited the number of and variety of respondent answers, in addition to the fact 

that there was no interview conducted with experts, scholars and activists related to the 

topic. Finally, the thesis had a limited scope that was mostly focused between 2019 and 

2023, with very limited discussion and analysis of the factors that have contributed to the 

events since 2005 and even before. 

5.5.4 Future Research Recommendations: 

Future research around this topic should consider expanding the sample size and 

targeting respondents beyond social media, in addition to adopting triangulation in 

collecting data, meaning the use of multiple data collection tools. This can include 

interviews, focus groups, content analysis, among others. The objective is to expand the 

pool of respondents in variety, quality, and political orientation. This would strengthen 

the credibility and reliability of the research. Moreover, future research should consider 

the perspectives of representatives from the ruling class to provide a broader perspective 

and establish better balance. Finally, it would be useful for future research to expand the 

scope of the investigation to encompass the years preceding the crisis, with a closer 

consideration of the years during which the country’s economic and monetary strategies 
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were laid out, namely in the mid-1990s. Indeed, a more rigorous exploration of the 

policies designed by governments in the mid-1990s and especially the policies of the 

Ministry of Finance, Lebanon’s increased dependency on foreign funding and loans and 

the deeply rooted corruption and lack of accountability during that period would help in 

better understanding the origins of the crisis. 
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APPENDICES 
 

 

APPENDIX A: SURVEY 

 

I would like to invite you to participate in a research project by completing the following survey. I 

am a student at the Lebanese American University, and I am completing this research project as 

part of my Masters Thesis in International Affairs. The purpose of this survey is to explore the 

perception of social media users towards the Lebanese protests of October 17, 2019. 

 

There are no known risks, harms, or discomforts associated with this study beyond those 

encountered in normal daily life. The information you provide will be used to enhance and improve 

my understanding of your perceptions of the October 17, 2019, protests. You will not directly benefit 

from participation in this study. The study will involve up to 300,000 participants.  Completing the 

survey takes at most 2 minutes of your time.  

 

By continuing with the survey, you agree with the following statements: 

 

1. I have been given sufficient information about this research project. 

2. I understand that my answers will not be released to anyone and my identity will remain 

anonymous. My name will not be written on the questionnaire nor be kept in any other records.  

3. When the results of the study are reported, I will not be identified by name or any other 

information that could be used to infer my identity. Only researchers will have access to view 

any data collected during this research however data cannot be linked to me.  

4. I understand that I may withdraw from this research any time I wish and that I have the right to 

skip any question I don’t want to answer.   

5. I understand that my refusal to participate will not result in any penalty or loss of benefits to 

which I otherwise am entitled to. 
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6. I have been informed that the research abides by all commonly acknowledged ethical codes and 

that the research project has been reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board at 

the Lebanese American University  

7. I understand that if I have any additional questions, I can ask the research team listed below. 

8. I have read and understood all statements on this form.  

9. I voluntarily agree to take part in this research project by completing the following survey. 

If you have any questions, you may contact:  

Name (PI) Phone number Email address 

Nawal Berry  Nawal.berry@lau.edu 

   

 

Please answer the questions below sincerely: 

1. How do you define the October 19 event? 

a. A revolution 

b. A nationwide protest 

c. A politically driven riot 

 

2. What do you think were the motives of the October 17 events? 

a. Socio-economic 

b. Political (internal) 

c. Political (external) 

 

 

3. Did you personally take part in the protests from October 2019 onwards? 

a. Yes 



 

 

72 

 

b. No 

 

4. How did the events of October 2019 make you feel?  

a. More hopeful 

b. More hopeless 

c. Skeptical  

 

5. Do you believe the October 2019 protests were infiltrated by ruling political 

parties? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Not sure 

6. What do you think was the main weakness of the October 2019 protests? 

a. Leaderless 

b. Unorganized 

c. Violent 

d. Divisions 

e. No unified political vision 

7. Looking back at the events of October 17 and their social, political, and 

financial aftermath, would you have wished that they never occurred? 

a. Yes 

b. No 
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APPENDIX B: IRB APPROVAL OF RESEARCH 
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Glossary of Terms 
 

- Confessionalism:  A system of governance whereby political authority is distributed 

among the country’s religious, ethnic or social groups in proportion to their share of the 

population. 

-Consociational democracy: A government led by an elite cartel aiming to transform 

democracy with a fragmented political culture into a democracy that is stable.  

- Structural Strain Theory: A theoretical framework which posits that deviance is a result 

of the strain that occurs when individuals are unable to achieve their societal goals through 

legitimate means. 




