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Abstract  

Through participating in student elections since 2012, the Secular Club at the American 

University of Beirut (AUB) have challenged the long-standing hegemony of sectarian 

political parties in Lebanon. How has this come about? And what does this tell us about the 

opportunities of nonsectarian political representation in Lebanon? 

In this thesis, I seek to examine the Secular Club at AUB as a case study for Lebanon’s 

secular student movement. By drawing on qualitative interviews, participant observation and 

secondary literature, I employ a contemporary historical approach to investigate the club’s 

rise in the university elections. The investigation is twofold and centers around an exploration 

of the club’s secular platform and how this has been operationalized within the context of 

student elections.  

In short, I find that whereas the partisan clubs rely on the distribution of patronage to 

undergird their campaign process, the Secular Club have been able to capitalize on a 

resentment towards sectarian forms of political representation and their clientelist campaign 

tactics. The club’s secular platform has become an expression of this antisectarian, 

antiestablishment sentiment and thus constitutes a potent mobilizing frame. Unlike on the 

national scene, where established parties hamper organized forms of such sentiments, student 

politics have provided an arena to mobilize around a rejuvenated form of secular political 

opposition in Lebanon.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



II 
 

 

Acknowledgements 

I am lucky to have so many people to thank who all have given of their time and effort to help 

me through this process. First, I would like to thank my supervisor Dag Tuastad whose 

experience and analytical clear sight has been invaluable. Similarly, I would like to thank my 

second supervisor Erling Lorentzen Sogge for giving so much of his time and sharing his 

intimate knowledge of Lebanon. His enthusiasm for this project has been such an important 

motivation throughout my master studies. 

Second, I am forever grateful to the Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) for providing a 

great sense of collegiality and a stimulating work environment throughout the spring 2020 

semester. My deepest gratitude goes out to Kristian Berg Harpviken whose mentorship and 

comments on this thesis have been vital. Thanks also to the members of the PRIO Middle East 

Centre for commenting on an early outline of this project at my Brown Bag presentation in 

February. Here, I also want to express my gratitude to Lianne Vostermans who took time out 

of finishing her PhD to help me with her insightful feedback. 

Thanks to all the students who have shared their passion for politics and activism with me 

over the course of my stay in Lebanon. My sincere gratitude also goes to all the staff at the 

Norwegian People’s Aid office in Beirut, and especially to Gudrun Bertinussen, Khaled 

Yamout and Elvira Giraldez. Thank you all for accommodating my internship and providing 

security and stability during the turbulent days after the October 17th uprising.  

Thanks also to my mother and the scholar Trine Anstorp for her untiring feedback on various 

drafts for this thesis. Many thanks to Erik Skare and Kristin Soraya Batmanghelichi at 

Department of Culture Studies and Oriental Languages and my fellow student attendees at 

their master writing seminars for providing important feedback. 

Finally, I would like to thank Ida Gravdal Haldorsen for coming with me to Lebanon, being 

my biggest fan and helping me keep on track with her unconditional support and love.  

 

Henrik Buljo Anstorp 

May 28th, 2020 

 



III 
 

 

 

Notes on transliteration and translation 

This thesis follows the standards for translation and transliteration of the International 

Journal of Middle East Studies (IJMES). Accordingly, personal names and proper nouns are 

written in accordance with English spelling while retaining ʿayn and hamza (except when 

hamza is the first letter of a word). The same rule applies for Arabic newspaper headlines, 
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1 

Introduction 

How do you create a secular movement in a sectarian political system? During the last ten 

years, secular clubs and student movements have expanded across Lebanese universities.1 

These movements have overlapped with, and at times been at the forefront of, the country’s 

reoccurring antiestablishment protests.2 Since 2012, an increasing number of secular clubs 

have also started to compete for seats in student council elections at their respective 

universities. Their competitors in these elections are for the most part other student clubs 

which, unlike the secular clubs, are backed by political parties. These politically backed clubs, 

henceforth partisan clubs, receive extensive material support from their donor party that the 

clubs channel into their electoral campaigns.3  

Despite this discrepancy in access to resources, secular clubs and movements have 

increasingly been able to challenge their partisan competitors in student council elections.4 

Compared to the national political scene, where established parties often collude to box out 

any competitors for power, the rise of secular student movements in university elections 

stands in sharp contrast. Nowhere is this clearer than at the American University of Beirut 

(AUB). There, members of the AUB Secular Club have been able to mobilize an increasing 

number of adherents and voters after joining the university elections in 2012,5 at its height 

winning as much as one third of all student council seats.6 In a country where student politics 

for the last 15 years have been understood as a “mirror image” of the national political scene,7 

the secular student movement stands out as a crack in this mirror. How can this development 

in antiestablishment politics in Lebanon be understood? 

 
1 Al-ʿAmil, “Nawa Taliba Jadida fi al-Jamiʿat Tuʾassas li-l-Nuhud bi-La Quyud Siyasiyya” (A New Student 
Nucleus in Universities is Established to Rise without Political Bonds). 
2 Al-ʿAmil, “Yawmiyyat Taliba fi Sahat al-Thawra: Lubnan kulluhu Shuʿla Wahida” (Student Diaries from the 
Revolution Square: All of Lebanon is One Flame). 
3 Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below: Youth Politics in Post-war Lebanon, 277-279. 
4 Geha, “A New Hope.” 
5 AUB Secular Club, “This is the campus we want to have”, Facebook video, 09.10.2017. 
6 During the annual student council elections in the period 2012–2018, the electoral list “Campus Choice”, 
coordinated by the AUB Secular Club, won between 15-33% of all council seats. See Figure 1 on page 30 for 
USFC election results between 2012-2018. 
7 For academic literature, see: Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 197. For news outlets, see: Boswall, 
“Student politics mirror Lebanon’s dilemmas”; Worth, “Campus Elections in Lebanon Mirror Society’s 
Politics.” 
 



2 
 

While antiestablishment protests in Lebanon have manifested at several intervals during the 

last two decades, such movements have rarely been able to successfully transition into 

institutionalized forms.8 I seek to argue in this thesis, however, that the secular student 

movement has somewhat been able to circumvent this trend. Through building university 

clubs and participating in student elections, the secular student movement has developed an 

organizational structure and experimented with a secular political platform simultaneously 

with their active involvement in nation-wide protests and uprisings. Gathered through the 

Mada Network, this movement currently comprises secular clubs at the American University 

of Beirut, the University of Saint Joseph and the Notre Dame University, with individual 

members from several other higher educational institutions like the public Lebanese 

University, the Lebanese American University and more.9 In a recent example, this network 

organized under the name “Students of 17 October” and joined forces with large parts of the 

Lebanese society in the nation-wide uprisings of fall 2019.10 In short, the veneer separating 

national and student politics warrants a closer investigation of these secular clubs’ ability to 

challenge established sectarian modes of political mobilization. 

Hence, this master thesis seeks to investigate: How has the Secular Club at the American 

University of Beirut been able to compete against politically affiliated clubs in elections for 

the University Student Faculty Committee (USFC)? This question will be investigated through 

a case study of the AUB Secular Club (ASC) which in turn constitutes a centrifugal force for 

Lebanon’s secular student movement. In this pursuit, the thesis aims to highlight some of the 

key factors behind both the club’s electoral success and the challenges they face when 

competing against clubs backed by sectarian political parties. Due to the limited scope of this 

thesis, my investigation will follow along two sub-questions: 1) What frames have ASC 

incorporated to represent their secular platform? 2) What resources have ASC mobilized to 

level partisan clubs’ comparative advantage in their access to external material support during 

the 2017 and 2018 elections for USFC at AUB? 

These research questions posit themselves within the literature on nonethnic parties in ethnic 

party systems generally, and the literature on secular movements within Lebanon’s sectarian 

political system specifically. Moreover, Huntington’s notion of free and open electoral 

 
8 Geha, “Politics of a Garbage Crisis: Social Networks, Narratives, and Frames of Lebanon’s 2015 Protests and 
their Aftermath.” 
9 Abed, Mada Outreach coordinator, personal communication with author on WhatsApp, 21.05.2020. 
10 Daou, “Students of 17 October: An overview of student involvement in the thawra.” 
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competition between parties as a “first criterion for democracy” functions as a theoretical 

point of departure.11 Finally, the thesis also considers the wider literature on youth and 

politics, following Fukuyama’s notion of students as a social group capable to mobilize for 

democratic change in public institutions.12  

For this very reason, university campuses provide an opportune arena to investigate emerging 

political trends. This is perhaps all the more relevant in Lebanon where established political 

parties use corruption and clientelist networks to subdue or coopt alternative forms of political 

engagement.13 While no democratic haven, the university, and particularly student council 

elections, provide an arena only sparsely affected by clientelist, structural constraints. 

Subsequently, investigating the dynamics of these student elections could offer a fuller picture 

of political sentiments and trends among Lebanon’s youth segment. For the prestigious 

American University of Beirut in particular, their graduates also go on to take up key 

positions in the society. What is more, student movements originating at AUB have a long 

history of developing their own trajectories which impact Lebanon’s national political 

scene.14 Followingly, new forms of political mobilization among AUB students may be 

indicative of deeper political trends. 

The core argument of this thesis is twofold: First, the secular student movement has 

developed a potent frame which picks up on Lebanon’s leftist heritage as flag bearers of a 

nonsectarian state and society. This master frame, ASC have integrated with cycles of 

antiestablishment protests manifested during the last decade. This is further explored in 

chapter 5. Second, the AUB Secular Club’s increasing impact on student elections shows the 

potency of the club’s secular frame while also revealing the partisan clubs’ reliance on 

patronage and vote-buying to maintain a presence on campus. In short, ASC’s relative 

success, which relies primarily on the mobilization of immaterial resources, highlights how 

political parties’ hold on AUB ends with the partisans’ ability to operationalize material 

resources into clientelist services and patronage. This is elaborated on in chapter 6 before 

being tied together with the former argument in the conclusions of chapter 7.  

 
11 Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century, 305. 
12 Fukuyama, Political Order and Political Decay: From the Industrial Revolution to the Globalization of 
Democracy, 41. 
13 Clark and Salloukh, “Elite Strategies, Civil Society, and Sectarian Identities in Postwar Lebanon.” 
14 Rabah, A Campus at War: Student Politics at the American University of Beirut 1967-1975. 
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2 
A tour through campus: 

Literature review and core concepts 
 

Recent literature suggests that the extent of students and university graduates’ involvement in 

protest movements drastically increase the likelihood of protestors adhering to nonviolence. 

This, in turn, enhances the movements’ ability to achieve their goals.15 Nevertheless, little 

academic attention has been given to understand what role the AUB Secular Club (ASC) and 

their student allies have played as an opposition to the political status quo in Lebanon. Using 

different online search engines, I have only been able to locate one research paper focusing 

specifically on ASC.16 Other academic papers have, indeed, mentioned ASC. In these cases, 

however, ASC is usually either mentioned in passing as one of many groups partaking in 

national protest movements17 or as an outlier confirming the hegemony of established 

political parties in university elections.18 Rarely, if ever, has ASC’s political platform been 

fleshed out or their rising success in university elections been analyzed.  

However, there exists very little published research on the dynamics of Lebanese student 

politics during the last decade overall, with the notable exception of two doctoral dissertations 

writing within the disciplines of (political) sociology and political science.19 While one of 

these two dissertations do mention ASC, both were written before the club achieved any 

particular success in student elections. Thus, ASC is only addressed as a student movement in 

its infancy phase which has not yet grown strong enough to significantly challenge its partisan 

competitors.20 This is supplemented by a third PhD where one chapter is devoted to student 

politics and independent activists at AUB which includes ASC. This chapter, however, relies 

on an ethnographic account from the student elections of 2013 where ASC are yet again 

discussed as a new actor in the university scene.21 This dearth in academic literature stands in 

 
15 Dahlum, “Students in the streets: Education and nonviolent protest.” 
16 Barakate, “Student Activism for Socio-Political Change: Constructing a Secular Habitus in the American 
University of Beirut.” 
17 See: Deets, “Consociationalism, Clientelism, and Local Politics in Beirut: Between Civic and Sectarian 
Identities”, 149; Maaroufi, “Can Lebanon’s secular youth take back the parliament?” 
18 See: Lefort, “The Art of Bypassing: Students’ Politicization in Beirut”, 408; Lefort, A recited Community: 
Figures of an Identity Foretold, 110-111. 
19 See: Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below; Lefort, A recited Community: Figures of an Identity Foretold. 
20 Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 228. 
21 Musallam, “Chapter 2: Politics-otherwise and politics-as‑usual: the Lebanese political status quo in the 
university”, in Failure and the politically possible: Space, time and emotion among independent activists in 
Beirut, Lebanon. 
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contrast to the much richer corpus focusing on oppositional and anti-establishment politics at 

Lebanese campuses surrounding the country’s 1975-1990 civil war.22 Due to the limited 

research on contemporary Lebanese student politics, however, I will in this literature review 

also include broader theories from sociology and political science that discuss the formation 

of political party systems in deeply divided societies. 

Structural limitations for growth: Consociational democracies and ethnic party systems 

Much of the academic literature on student politics in Lebanon focus on how national political 

parties reproduce at campuses through establishing partisan clubs that compete in university 

elections. In this literature, movements challenging the hegemony of established political 

parties in university elections are often interpreted as disjointed outliers and as the “exception 

that confirms the rule”.23 One reason for this is that such movements often are analyzed based 

on the structural limitations to their growth: in countries where the established political parties 

represent one ethnic group, nonethnic or multiethnic claims to power will eventually be 

coopted, dissolved or otherwise marginalized. This creates what Horowitz calls an “ethnic 

party system” where the only route to political mobilization goes through an ethnic group.24  

Ethnic party systems are often structured upon what Lijphart’s defines as consociational 

democracies. In such democracies, minority rights are promoted or guaranteed by measures 

like ethnic quotas for public offices, veto-powers for ethnic groups and stipulations for high 

consensus in all forms of legislation and political decision making. These mechanisms are 

intended to reduce inter-group conflict and, ideally, to gradually build mutual trust between 

ethnic groups as they collaborate in government. Such democracies are usually found in 

“pluralistic societies” which Lijphart defines as “societies that are sharply divided along 

religious, ideological, linguistic, cultural, ethnic, or racial lines into virtually separate 

subsocieties with their own political parties, interest groups, and media of communication”.25 

 
22 See: Anderson, “September 1970 and the Palestinian Issue: A Case Study of Student Politicization at the 
American University of Beirut (AUB)”; Barakat, Lebanon in Strife: Student Preludes to the Civil War; Harik and 
Meho, “The War Generation and Student Elections at the American University of Beirut”; Rabah, A Campus at 
War. 
23 See: Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 298; Clark and Salloukh, “Elite Strategies, Civil Society, and 
Sectarian Identities in Postwar Lebanon”; Haugbolle, “Social Boundaries and Secularism in the Lebanese Left”, 
437; Lefort, A recited Community, 110-111; Nagle, “Between Entrenchment, Reform and Transformation”, 
1154-1155. 
24 See: Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict, 301; Nagle, “Between Entrenchment, Reform and Transformation”, 
1145. 
25 Lijphart, Patterns of Democracy, 31. 
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Lebanon, often described as an archetype of a consociational democracy,26 have implemented 

several such provisions in the country’s constitution. Primarily, these consociational 

mechanisms have, since the constitutions ratification in 1926, stipulated a quotation of 

national political offices based on the candidates’ religious sect.27 Rather than creating trust 

between sectarian communities, however, the quotation of political offices has caused much 

contention due to demographic changes and subsequent calls for redistributions of the 

sectarian quotas.28  

Reproducing sectarian political parties at universities 

Unlike in Lebanon’s parliament, where seats are distributed on a 50/50 quota between the 

country’s major Christian and Muslim confessions,29 student council elections at the 

American University of Beirut (AUB) employ no such system. However, the parties who 

compete over the seats in the university election largely represent one sectarian group. At 

campus, the political parties are represented by university clubs who compete over seats in the 

University Student Faculty Committee (USFC) and the Student Representative Committee 

(SRC) – AUB’s two student government bodies representing the whole campus and 

individual faculties respectively. Most of these clubs run on behalf of sectarian political 

parties, despite AUB bylaws prohibiting partisan activities or symbols on campus.30 

Consequently, the ethnic conflict lines that constitute the divide between sectarian parties on a 

national level are replicated within universities.31 This can for example be seen in how 

partisan student clubs employ narratives from Lebanon’s civil war to frame the club’s role as 

a protector and patron of an ethnic group to rile support during elections.32  

The penetration of political parties in university elections tends to come at the detriment of 

students seeking to mobilize on nonpartisan platforms. For more opportunistic students, 

however, aligning with politically affiliated clubs is seen as a fast-track to winning in the 

university election.33 Political parties provide partisan student clubs and their candidates with 

 
26 Hudson, “The Lebanese Crisis: The Limits of Consociational Democracy.” 
27 Saliba, “Lebanon: Constitutional Law.” 
28 See: Traboulsi, A History of Modern Lebanon, 172-173 and 196-197; Jaulin, “Citizenship, Migration, and 
Confessional Democracy in Lebanon”, 254. 
29 Salamey and Payne, “Parliamentary Consociationalism in Lebanon: Equal Citizenry vs. Quotated 
Confessionalism”, 457. 
30 Dean of Student Affairs, “Campaign guidelines”, American University of Beirut. 
31 See: Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 199; Lefort, A recited Community, 154. 
32 Lefort, “The Art of Bypassing: Students’ Politicization in Beirut”, 411. 
33 Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 254. 
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extensive material resources and a well-tuned campaigning machine. These resources are 

channeled through close collaboration between the university club’s leadership and the youth 

and sport wings of the respective political parties. In turn, the parties use the results of 

university elections to boast about their popularity, to socialize new youth into their 

constituencies and to vet potential future party cadres and political operators.34 Thus, a 

reciprocal relationship is established between national political parties on the one hand, and 

prospective student politicians on the other. 

Clientelist networks and the “stickiness” of sectarian political identities 

In recent literature on political reproduction and socialization mechanisms in Lebanon, 

academics argue that it is the above-mentioned reciprocity which causes the “stickiness” of 

sectarian political identities.35 Their main argument is that parties attempt to solidify their 

hold on power by extending clientelist networks far outside the sphere of national political 

offices. These networks extend to state institutions like security services, the bureaucracy, 

schools and hospitals, in addition to private sector companies, civil society organizations 

(CSOs) and popular movements.36 As these networks expand, political party leaders 

strengthen their role as patrons and can increasingly influence several aspects of the Lebanese 

society.  

What makes these patrons especially powerful is that their clientelist networks fill a power 

vacuum left by a fragmented and weak state.37 As the Lebanese state is not able to supply its 

citizens with basic public services and legal protection, clientelist networks become the only 

alternative for many who seek stability and resources. While parties also use coercion and 

racketeering to solidify or expand their networks of influence, it is the mutually beneficial 

aspect of the patron-client relationship that is arguably the main reason that political parties 

have become entrenched in so many parts of the Lebanese society. This goes particularly for 

the economic middle class who are not as susceptible as the lower income segment of the 

population to patronage of basic services like access to health care or food supplies.38  

 
34 Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 200. 
35 See: Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 292; Clark and Salloukh, “Elite Strategies, Civil Society, and 
Sectarian Identities in Postwar Lebanon”; Lefort, A Recited Community; Kingston, Reproducing Sectarianism. 
36 See: Cammett and Issar, “Bricks and Mortar Clientelism”; Kiwan, “The Formation of Lebanese Civil 
Society”; 36 Traboulsi, al-Tabaqat al-Ijtimaʿiyya wa l-Sulṭa l-Siyasiyya fi Lubnan (Social Classes and Political 
Power in Lebanon), 47. 
37 Cammett and Issar, “Bricks and Mortar Clientelism”, 382-383. 
38 Deets, “Consociationalism, Clientelism, and Local Politics in Beirut: Between Civic and Sectarian Identities”, 
142. 
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In sum, parties who seek to establish control over different organizations, movements and 

institutions, use the carrot just as much as the stick to undergird these clientelist relationships. 

For students running for university elections, this can be financial and logistical support 

during the campaign process; for CSOs, parties might provide funding or privileged access to 

public institutions; businesses might find their application for exporting goods or bid to buy 

property suddenly granted and so forth. The examples are many, but all illustrate how 

political parties extend their clientelist networks – and their hold on different parts of society 

– without necessarily using coercion or (threats of) violence. Moreover, it shows how the 

parties’ clients do not need to be ideologically or politically committed to the party per se. 

Rather, the clients are dependent or highly benefit from the patrons’ resources and services 

and thus fall under their sphere of influence. Resultingly, leaders of the sectarian parties have 

created a clientelist social contract with roots that extend far beyond national politics and 

hamper the creation of nonsectarian movements. While effective, this sectarian social contract 

is not without its challengers who envision an alternative political system. 

Secularism as a political platform 

In his article, “Social Boundaries and Secularism in the Lebanese Left”, Haugbolle claims that 

a core attribute of the leftist ideology in Lebanon is its aim to break the sectarian social 

contract and replacing it with a secular state.39 Seeking to replace the constitutional measures 

protecting sectarian group rights is, however, as Haugbolle notes, not a position held 

exclusively by Lebanon’s marginalized leftist parties and movements; several sectarian 

parties have also called for altering such constitutional provisions to better reflect their vision 

of the Lebanese state.40  

What distinguishes sectarian versus leftist parties’ claim for a secular state is mainly the 

latter’s desire to abolish the whole sectarian social contract – not merely the constitutional 

measures institutionalizing minority rights. This includes what Haugbolle identifies as the 

social and symbolic boundaries that separate sectarian communities throughout the Lebanese 

society. His main argument follows that “boundaries between sects are inscribed in the 

experience of living in Lebanon, and that this experience in turn has become constitutive for 

what it means to be a leftist, namely, a person who transgresses, subverts and fundamentally 

challenges social boundaries and their institutional organization in law and customs.41” To 

 
39 Haugbolle, “Social Boundaries and Secularism in the Lebanese Left”, 429. 
40 Haugbolle, “Social Boundaries and Secularism in the Lebanese Left”, 431-432. 
41 Haugbolle, “Social Boundaries and Secularism in the Lebanese Left”, 428. 
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what extent does the AUB Secular Club challenge the sectarian social boundaries and 

contract? This is a question I will later address in the thesis. 

In a master thesis titled “Student Activism for Socio-Political Change” from 2016, Barakate 

explores ASC’s perception of secularism. Based on her ethnographic research, she finds that 

ASC members perceive secularism as an antagonistic and oppositional stance towards 

sectarianism – the latter understood as both an organization of a political system and its 

informal implantation into society. As such, ASC members employ the terms “secularism, 

anti-sectarianism and anti-confessionalism […] interchangeably, referring to the removal of 

confessional power division in the political system and to what participants called a change of 

‘sectarian mind’.”42 Finally, she concludes that ASC’s secular habitus – the way in which a 

group or individual perceive and interact with the social world – is ever expanding as new 

groups engage with the club. However, she registers that despite the fluidity of the term, “The 

meaning of secularism given by the club members is closely related to meritocracy, civil 

rights, citizenship, equality, justice and tolerance.”43 

As such, ASC’s usage of the term might be a further evolution of the leftist political discourse 

in Lebanon. Some even argue that the expansion of secular clubs across universities during 

the last decade can be conceptualized as the “third phase” of the Lebanese leftist movement.44 

This claim, however, ought to be further explored and contextualized in relation to other 

antisectarian movements in Lebanon. Unlike Barakate, who investigated ASC’s usage of the 

concept secularism as a habitus, I seek in this thesis to explore how ASC have 

operationalized, or “framed”, this concept within the context of student council elections. In 

this pursuit, I also seek to highlight ASC’s overlap and interaction with other secular and 

antisectarian movements in Lebanon. Moreover, despite secularism being a contentious 

concept among Lebanese political parties, I chose this term to refer to the students of AUB 

Secular Club and their allies in Mada Network as this is 1) the term they identify themselves 

with, 2) highlights their connection to Lebanon’s leftist political rhetoric and 3)  illustrates 

their anti-establishment stance, or claim, towards the political and social sectarian system. 

Collective action frames and resource mobilization 

 
42 Barakate, “Student Activism for Socio-Political Change: Constructing a Secular Habitus in the American 
University of Beirut”, 40. 
43 Barakate, “Student Activism for Socio-Political Change: Constructing a Secular Habitus in the American 
University of Beirut”, 65. 
44 OPEMAM, “The Lebanese Left: three phases since the Civil War”. 
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To help answer my research question, I have incorporated concepts from the extensive field of 

social movement theory, namely framing and resource mobilization. It is important to note, 

however, that I employ these concepts idiosyncratically as models for clarifying my 

arguments and not to generate theory or test a hypothesis. In its broadest definition, a social 

movement can be understood as “a set of opinions and beliefs in a population which 

represents preferences for changing some elements of the social structure and/or reward 

distribution of a society.”45 However, a social movement is often comprised of several Social 

Movement Organizations (SMOs). McCarthy and Zald define a SMO as “a complex, or 

formal, organization which identifies its goals with the preferences of a social movement or a 

countermovement and attempts to implement those goals.”46 For the purpose of this thesis, I 

chose to identify AUB Secular Club as a SMO, which in turn is part of the secular students’ 

broader social movement. 

To investigate ASC’s political platform, I borrow from Benford and Snow’s theory of 

collective action frames. Benford and Snow describe collective action frames as “action-

oriented sets of beliefs and meanings that inspire and legitimate the activities and campaigns 

of a social movement organization (SMO).”47 These frames can be further broken down into a 

diagnostic frame (how a SMO understands a problem in the society) and a prognostic frame 

(how a SMO plans to deal with this problem).48 I employ these concepts as an analytical 

framework to explore the development of ASC’s platform and its relationship with other past 

and present secular and antiestablishment movements in Lebanon. This might allow for a 

fuller understanding of ASC’s ideological markers by pointing to which “master frames” they 

engage with, defined as frames of a more generic character employed by two or more SMO’s 

within the same field.49 Moreover, ASC’s attempt to balance between these frames highlights 

some of the existential challenges faced by secular and antiestablishment movements in 

Lebanon. As such, this case study might offer insight into a political dynamic which is 

relevant also outside the realm of student politics. 

Second, I borrow concepts from resource mobilization to support an empirical exploration of 

the election process at AUB. This is done to better understand how ASC have been able to 

 
45 McCarthy and Zald, “Resource Mobilization and Social Movements: A Partial Theory”, 1217-1218. 
46 McCarthy and Zald, “Resource Mobilization and Social Movements: A Partial Theory”, 1218. 
47 Benford and Snow, “Framing Processes and Social Movements: An Overview and Assessment”, 614. 
48 Benford and Snow, “Framing Processes and Social Movements: An Overview and Assessment”, 615. 
49 Benford and Snow, “Framing Processes and Social Movements: An Overview and Assessment”, 618-619. 
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compete against the partisans’ vast material resource pools. Primarily, I engage with Edwards 

and McCarthy’s typology of a SMO’s five core resources into moral, cultural, social-

organizational, human and material resources.50 I engage with these concepts because the 

distribution of resources, and in particular material resources, has been understood as essential 

for the robustness of sectarian reproduction mechanisms in Lebanon (as discussed above). 

Nevertheless, as ASC’s rise in student elections have not relied on financial assets or 

patronage, I use this typology to explore what other type of resources the club operationalize 

to compensate for their material deficit. In this pursuit, I also seek to investigate the 

limitations of using patronage to maintain mechanisms of sectarian reproduction, and how the 

partisans’ reliance on clientelism creates opportunities for countermobilization along secular 

political frames. 

Conclusion 

As illustrated in this chapter, how and why political parties engage in student politics and 

university elections in Lebanon have been researched within different social science 

disciplines. Within the study of Lebanese student politics, however, nonpartisan, secular 

student movements emerging after 2005 have received little academic attention. As noted, 

such movements are often discussed as inherently incapable of expanding within an ethnic 

party system and a consociational democracy. While some argue that more qualitative 

research is needed to explore how political parties reproduce within universities,51 I argue that 

there is an even bigger research gap concerning the exponential growth of the Lebanese 

secular student movement during the last decade and its overlap with and impact on the 

national political scene. Hence, I seek in this thesis to explore ASC’s claim for a secular 

campus and their repertoire for achieving this within the context of student council elections. 

For this purpose, I employ framing and resource mobilization insofar as it provides a model 

for understanding ASC’s secular platform and rise in student elections. 

 

 

 

 

 
50 Edwards and McCarthy, “Resources and Social Movement Mobilization”, 125. 
51 Parreira, Tavana and Harb, “University Elections and Political Socialization in the Developing World”, 26. 
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3 

Methodology 

This master thesis aims to contribute to the scholarship on contemporary Middle Eastern 

history through investigating a current social phenomenon in Lebanon. As such, this thesis is 

primarily grounded in empirical data collected through a mix of qualitative approaches. To 

the extent that this thesis engages with theory it does so idiosyncratically to accentuate 

findings in the data. I use ASC as a case study to investigate the secular student movement in 

Lebanon. Choosing this methodology allows the researcher to explore an understudied social 

phenomenon52 and thus particularly suits exploratory “how” questions.53 For this purpose, the 

thesis relies primarily on qualitative methods, combining semi-structured qualitative 

interviews with participant observation and informal conversations with members at the AUB 

Secular Club and their partners at other universities, as well as ASC’s competitors within 

AUB. The data collected through qualitative interviews and ethnographic methods, however, 

are triangulated and contextualized through secondary literature,54 thus seeking to limit the 

inherent lack of “contextual information” when studying a phenomenon from a foreign or 

different culture.55  

The secondary literature primarily consisted of academic literature and newspapers. From 

August 2019 to April 2020, I conducted targeted searches in Lebanese newspaper archives on 

ASC and their collaborators in the Mada Network. Most articles were in Arabic. The data for 

election results at AUB was largely collected through newspapers as the results presented by 

the university from the 2016 election and back do not show which list or club the candidate 

ran with. This data was collected to provide a measurement of ASC’s success in the student 

elections. Deciphering the election results, however, proved a significant challenge as 

different newspapers reported different results. Interestingly, I found that newspapers known 

to belong to either of the country’s two major political alliances, March 8 and March 14, 

tended to exaggerate how many seats their student representatives won in the university 

elections. This only goes to show how much prestige parties place in student elections while 

providing yet another example of the extent of their clientelist networks. When possible, I 

thus used the results provided by AUB Outlook – the university newspaper. When I found no 

 
52 Yin, Case Study Research and Applications, 12. 
53 Yin, Case Study Research and Applications, 4. 
54 Given, The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods, 893. 
55 Narayan, Dislocating Cultures: Identities, Traditions, and Third-World Feminism, 102. 
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AUB Outlook source, I subsequently compared the results as reported by the Daily Star or 

An-Nahar (March 14) and al-Akhbar (March 8) against each other. When they differed on the 

total number of seats in the student council (which sometimes alters) I checked the minutes 

from the first student council meeting for each year to verify the correct total number of 

seats.56 I followingly opted for the newspaper which reported the correct total number of 

seats. If this still produced no one correct answer, I looked for a third newspaper. If the third 

newspaper’s total number of seats were in line with the number of seats reported in each 

year’s official USFC minutes, I used the numbers reported by the third newspaper. While not 

fool-proof, the differences in reported seats won by each electoral list were usually limited to 

one, maximum two, seats. Subsequently, one could still clearly discern trends particularly for 

ASC’s rise in the elections (for a graph of USFC election results between 2012-2018, see 

Figure 1 on page 30). 

Interviews and participant observation 

For this thesis, I conducted ten in-depth qualitative interviews with eight people. Additionally, 

I draw on two previous interviews with student politicians at the Lebanese American 

University (LAU) that I conducted for a research paper while studying at LAU in 2016. Of the 

eight informants interviewed for this thesis, there were five men and three women. At the time 

of the interview, four where students enrolled at AUB, three had graduated from AUB within 

the last two years and one was a graduate from the Lebanese University (LU) who, during his 

studies, founded a nonsectarian student organization called Nahnoo in 2003. Three interviews 

were done in Beirut between September and November 2019 where I was combining 

fieldwork for my thesis with an internship for the INGO Norwegian People’s Aid.  

In the same period, I engaged in several informal conversations and produced multiple notes 

from field observations. These observations were done in conjunction with rallies, 

demonstration and lectures taking place during the October 17th revolution of 2019 where 

Secular Clubs actively participated, in addition to pre-electoral parties and meetings in the 

run-up to the 2019 elections at AUB and USJ. Moreover, I draw on observations and notes 

gathered during my exchange semester at AUB in 2017 where I got the chance to observe the 

campaigning and election processes from within campus. Most observations relied on a 

continuous code switching between Arabic and English which is characteristic for AUB as an 

 
56 Minutes from all USFC meetings with a row call are available on AUB’s website: 
https://www.aub.edu.lb/SAO/activities/Pages/USFCMeetings.aspx. Accessed 22.05.2020. 
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American educational institution planted in Beirut. My comprehension of Arabic enabled me 

to follow most conversations, especially during observations from 2019 whereupon I had 

reached a high level of oral proficiency. 

Due to travel restrictions caused by the COVID-19 outbreak, my ten-day fieldwork trip to 

Beirut with a planned departure date on 23.03.2020 was cancelled. The final six interviews 

were instead conducted online on Skype, Zoom and WhatsApp, between 24.03.2020-

01.04.2020 from my apartment in Oslo. Most interviewees were responsive when I contacted 

them through WhatsApp or Facebook. Two of those I contacted did not respond: they were 

student representatives of AUB clubs associated with the political parties Hezbullah and Amal 

respectively. Four informants I interviewed on Skype. This enabled me, after receiving the 

informants’ consent, to record the interviews. One was interviewed over WhatsApp which has 

no integrated function for recording conversations. Another was interviewed on Zoom and, 

due to his initial skepticism towards me and my research, I chose not to ask if I could record. 

The interviews I recorded in full were later looked through and expanded into longer notes. 

Here, I alternated between paraphrasing and citing sentences and longer segments from the 

interviews into notes. For the interviews I did not record, I similarly organized the notes I had 

taken during the conversations. 

The informants were selected based on 1) engagement in student clubs running for the 2017 

and 2018 elections at AUB, focusing on ASC members and student council representatives 

and 2) diversity in club background and 3) attaining comparisons for the secular-sectarian 

political dynamic at other universities. While the case of this study remains the Secular Club 

at AUB, representatives of other clubs were included to work as both a potential counterpoint 

to ASC members’ arguments and to help test ASC members’ claims on the practices of other 

clubs. All ten interviews lasted between 40 minutes to three hours. They were conducted in 

English with occasional code switching into Arabic.  

The rationale behind including the older interviews of two student politicians at LAU was to 

provide comparative examples of how political parties engage in student politics at different 

universities. Moreover, while not students at AUB, one of these informants ran with the 

March 8 political alliance at LAU and thus could partly make up for the lack of response from 

Hezbullah and Amal associates at AUB. The reason I chose to interview the former student 

activist and founder of Nahnoo at LU was similarly to provide comparative examples of 

nonpartisan student activism at other universities and their dynamics with the politically 

affiliated clubs. 
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Coding 

To systemize my interview data and identify reoccurring topics, I employed a simple 

qualitative coding method. For both recorded and unrecorded interviews, I began coding my 

notes with the following labels: “E” for when informants expressed their emotions, “D” for 

when informants conveyed details about for example the voting system or process, and “NJ” 

for normative judgements informants made about for example the legitimacy of campaigning 

tactics and “F” for comments about the future. Sub-labels were created to further detail the 

specificity of a coded section. From this qualitative coding processes emerged patterns and 

some reoccurring topics. These patterns and topics were in turn seen in the light of the 

preexisting literature on student politics and grassroot political socialization mechanism in 

Lebanon. From here, the data could be organized within the framework of the thesis, tested 

and contextualized by secondary literature. As the interview process was divided into two 

primary intervals, the coding and writing of the data were a continuous process; new sub-

labels would emerge as I conducted more interviews and read more secondary literature. 

Reflexivity 

As first an exchange student at the Lebanese American University in 2016-2017, then at AUB 

for a following one semester, before spending Fall 2019 as an intern at Norwegian People’s 

Aid’s Beirut office, my total time spent living in Lebanon and Beirut borders on two years. 

While my two years spent in Lebanon has broadened my understanding of the country’s rich 

political scene and history, it has also colored by perception of the sectarian political parties 

and their negative influence on the country’s many challenges. This view is shaped from 

having witnessed both how these parties have fought to maintain their hold on university 

campuses through student clubs and elections and after watching from the sideline when 

broad protests hit the country during the October 17th, 2019 uprising. During my research, I 

have tried to convert my partial animosity towards sectarian parties and their supporters into a 

research interest, namely, why Lebanon’s brightest and most privileged university students 

run and vote for representatives from sectarian political parties and how this occur. Thus, I 

have tried to engage this topic with an open and inquisitive mind rather than letting my 

judgments steer the direction of the research, striving for what Michael Brown calls 

“methodological relativism”.57 Through being conscious of my preconceptions of sectarian 

 
57 Brown, “Cultural Relativism 2.0”, 367. 
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political parties I can better reflect on how my subjectivity has impacted the ethnographic 

data.58  

Limitations 

As a case study of the secular student movement in Lebanon, this thesis aims to highlight an 

issue at one specific university. It is important to note, however, that AUB, an elite university, 

is not representative of most Lebanese students. Nevertheless, as secular clubs are ever 

emerging across Lebanon’s universities and challenging students backed by political parties, 

some evidence suggest that there are parallels between the challenges and opportunities 

experienced by different secular clubs and movements. Ideally, this case study might also 

highlight some of the challenges of creating a secular political platform within Lebanon’s 

sectarian political system. 

Ethical considerations 

At the start of all interviews conducted for this thesis, I began by presenting the outline of my 

research in addition to the degree I was pursuing and my university affiliation. For those 

interviewed digitally, I asked if I could record the interviews. Moreover, I inquired with all 

informants whether I could use their first names, who they ran with in the elections, positions 

they had in USFC and student clubs and what they said in the interviews in my thesis. I also 

reminded them that if they consented, it would be quite easy to identify them as 

representatives of student political offices at AUB are publish with full names at the 

university website. I have thus strived to follow the National Committee for Research Ethics 

in the Social Sciences and the Humanities (NESH) requirement for informed consent.59 As I 

have not been able to contact the two informants from the Lebanese American University that 

I interviewed for a research paper, I have opted to anonymize them by excluding their names 

and what club they represented. When attending meetings, events and parties that were private 

or semi-public (required invitation or registration), I always contacted the organizers in 

advance to let them know about my research project and inquire whether they were 

comfortable with my attendance. Before exploring my findings, however, I will now turn to a 

brief overview of national political cleavages in contemporary Lebanon and their synergy 

with university movements.  

 
58 Tedlock, “From Participant Observation to the Observation of Participation”, 79. 
59 NESH, “Guidelines for Research Ethics in the Social Sciences, Humanities, Law and Theology”, 15. 
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4 

Parties and political cleavages in post-civil war Lebanon 

Lebanon houses a rich history of political currents and parties. The country’s political 

vibrancy reached its height during the late 1960’s and early 1970’s with parties representing a 

broad spectrum of nationalist visions and ideological commitments. Often referred to as the 

heyday of Lebanon’s left, this era was marked by a rapid growth around a new generation of 

radical parties inspired by a global wave of Third World revolutionary movements.60 In the 

same period, Lebanese campuses became highly politicized as students joined pan-Arab and 

pro-Palestinian leftist movements outside the university.61 When Lebanon’s civil war erupted 

in 1975, however, many of these parties transitioned into militias,62 which occasionally 

caused a spill-over of the violence and fighting on the streets into the gated compounds of 

Lebanon’s private universities.63 

As the war ended in 1990 militias struggled to transition back into political parties. Their 

image tarnished by military activities, leftist parties such as the Lebanese Communist Party 

(LCP), and to a lesser extent the Progressive Socialist Party, lost popular support and began 

catering for marginal constituencies. Combined with Soviet’s fall  and an aging internal 

leadership, LCP also failed to incorporate new generations of progressive Lebanese youth into 

their ranks.64 In sharp contrast to the pre-war livid political pluralism, parties emerging in 

post-civil war Lebanon increasingly began positioning themselves as distributors of clientelist 

services, much like they had done during the war years, rather than competing based on 

electoral platforms or ideologies.65 Pluralism was also limited by Syrian interference in the 

Lebanese political scene who occupied Lebanon between 1976-2005. A key denominator 

between political parties in this era thus increasingly became their position towards Syria’s 

presence in the country.66 

In 2005, however, Syrian forces pulled out of Lebanon after nation-wide demonstrations and 

international pressure. What followed was a polarization of the country’s national political 

scene into two electoral blocs: March 14 and March 8. Both blocs include a mix of Christian 

 
60 El-Khazen, “Political Parties in Postwar Lebanon: Parties in Search of Partisans”, 609. 
61 Haugbolle, “Social Boundaries and Secularism in the Lebanese Left”, 434. 
62 El-Khazen, “Political Parties in Postwar Lebanon: Parties in Search of Partisans”, 610. 
63 Harik and Meho, The War Generation and Student Elections at the American University of Beirut, 70-71. 
64 El-Khazen, “Political Parties in Postwar Lebanon: Parties in Search of Partisans”, 616. 
65 El-Khazen, “Political Parties in Postwar Lebanon: Parties in Search of Partisans”, 618-619. 
66 Geukjian, “Political Instability and Conflict after the Syrian Withdrawal from Lebanon”, 527. 
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and Muslim parties but are split between Sunni and Shia Muslims. Moreover, each individual 

party comprising both alliances largely represent one of Lebanon’s 18 officially recognized 

sects, whether that is Sunnis, Shiites, Christian Maronites, Druze, Armenian Catholic or 

otherwise. Leading the March 14 camp, we find the Sunni party Future together with the 

Christian Lebanese Forces (LF) and Kataeb in addition to the Druze dominated Progressive 

Socialist Party. Representing March 8 are the Shia parties Hezbullah and Amal, allied with 

the currently most popular Christian party in Lebanon the Free Patriotic Movement (FPM), 

also supported by the Christian Marada Movement and the Armenian Tashnag party. Initially 

split on their position towards Syria’s occupation and intermeddling in Lebanese affairs, the 

two alliances have through their time in government showed little willingness to collaborate 

on national political issues that did not directly benefit each party’s sectarian constituency.67  

Following their constellation in 2005, the March 8 and March 14 alliances have dominated 

both national and university elections. Their repeated electoral success has since 

institutionalized their leaders’ role as sectarian strongmen, handing out patronage to their 

confessional constituency. By constructing personalized fiefdoms and clientelist networks 

within the Lebanese state, political leaders distribute jobs, scholarships, business deals and 

more to their partisans and supporters alike, in order to solidify their position in power.68 

Talking about sectarian parties in Lebanon, whether nationally or at universities, thus refers to 

the parties of March 8 and March 14.  

While the American University of Beirut constituted a hotbed of progressive and leftist forces 

prior to the civil war, the 1990’s and 2000’s saw little student activism outside the confines of 

sectarian parties. A notable exception here is “No Frontiers” – an AUB student club 

advocating for secularism and equality who began participating in the university elections in 

the late 1990’s. After allying with the Democratic Left Movement in the mid-2000’s, 

however, a member of the March 14 bloc, No Frontiers gradually lost popularity on campus 

and was increasingly accused of taking sides in the sectarian logics of Lebanon’s political 

system.69 Although marginalized, No Frontiers helped pave the way for a new centrifugal 

force in Lebanese nonpartisan student politics: the AUB Secular Club. Who where they and 

how have they built their nonpartisan political platform on campus? 

 
67 Salloukh, “The architecture of sectarianization in Lebanon”, 228. 
68 Traboulsi, al-Tabaqat al-Ijtimaʿiyya wa l-Sulta l-Siyasiyya fi Lubnan (Social Classes and Political Power in 
Lebanon), 47. 
69 Lefort, A Recited Community, 110-111. 
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5 

From one to many platforms: Framing a secular ideology 

“Uncovering the neglected histories of the Left – past and present – will allow us a 
fuller picture of Lebanon.”70 

To better understand AUB Secular Club’s success and appeal in the university’s election I 

seek in this chapter to investigate how the club has framed their political platform. In other 

words, what does ASC stand for? What standpoints and ideas have they employed to rally 

support and recruit new members? To investigate this question, I will first turn to how ASC’s 

founder envisioned the club’s purpose. Second, I will look at how this fundament has been 

expanded upon alongside the club’s development. On a descriptive line of inquiry, I here seek 

to highlight what terms ASC member use to understand the club’s role and platform. 

Analytically, I am trying to investigate how ASC members frame the core ideological 

positions of the club. On a theoretical level, I seek to highlight the challenges and 

considerations that arise when constructing a secular social movement in a sectarian political 

system. First, however, in what context was the club conceived? 

Founding a secular student club amidst sectarian tension 

In 2008 AUB Secular Club was founded amidst rising political tension in the country. In May 

of that year, the Future led March 14 government decided to disentangle the Shiite party 

Hezbullah’s telecommunication network. Hezbullah, who argued that this network was a core 

component of their military capacity and ability to resist Israeli attacks, deployed militia 

soldiers in West Beirut to prevent the disentanglement.71 Followingly, militias from both sides 

clashed causing several injuries and casualties. On May 21, the warring parties reconciled by 

signing the Doha Agreement which stipulated the creation of a new “unity government”. The 

unity government comprised both the March 14 and March 8 alliances. This effectively 

guaranteed the March 8 alliance a “blocking third” on all cabinet decisions and thus further 

institutionalized the hegemony of the country’s two major blocs.72  

It was against this backdrop that Ali Noureddine decided to create a club independent of the 

March 8 and March 14 sectarian parties at the American University of Beirut. Starting at 

 
70 Haugbolle, “Social Boundaries and Secularism in the Lebanese Left”, 441. 
71 Hamdan, “The Limits of Corporate Consociation”, 53. 
72 Haddad, “Lebanon: From Consociationalism to Conciliation”, 409-410. 
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AUB in 2007, Ali felt that there was little space to organize social activities outside the 

domain of the sectarian parties present on campus through student clubs.73 As the partisan 

clubs also controlled the two student bodies at AUB, namely USFC and SRC, they were able 

to grant funding for university events and activities proposed by those loyal to the club and 

their associated political party. Hence, the partisan students extended their influence to not 

only the organized part of the university’s social life, namely clubs, societies and student 

councils. Through their dominance of the student government bodies, much of the 

associational and social life at university became implicitly linked to the agenda and identity 

of political parties which, in turn, largely represented one sectarian group.74 How would 

anyone be able to challenge the entrenched role that the sectarian political parties had taken 

on campus? 

Secularism and AUB’s leftist heritage 

In a panel debate organized by “Coffee & Politics”, ASC founder Ali Noureddine explains 

where his understanding of the concept secularism stems from. He says that ASC picks up the 

concept from AUB’s history and the “many experiences of leftist student groups and 

movements” at campus. He adds that “the ideology is something longer, something previous” 

at the university.75 Noureddine believed, however, that while leftist initiatives at campus long 

had championed a secular political platform, they were no longer able to do so after the 

polarization of Lebanon’s political scene in 2005. At this critical juncture, Noureddine argues, 

Lebanon’s leftist parties (primarily the Lebanese Communist Party and the Democratic Left 

Movement and to a lesser extent the Progressive Socialist Party) chose sides in the country’s 

new bipolar political scene by opting for the March 14 alliance. From their new vantage point 

the leftist parties lost their potency as torchbearers of a secular Lebanon free from the logics 

of a sectarian political system. This is so because it was the sectarian divide between Shiite 

and Sunni parties that constituted the split between March 8 and March 14. The left parties’ 

previous oppositional voice to the sectarian underpinnings of former Lebanese governments 

stilled as they themselves became part of the political establishment.76 

 
73 Coffee & Politics, “al-Nawadi al-ʿIlmaniyya fi Jamiʿat Lubnan” (Secular Clubs in Lebanon’s Universities), 
YouTube, 23.02.2020. 
74 Lefort, “The Art of Bypassing: Students’ Politicization in Beirut”, 411-412. 
75 Coffee & Politics, “al-Nawadi al-ʿIlmaniyya fi Jamiʿat Lubnan” (Secular Clubs in Lebanon’s Universities), 
YouTube, 23.02.2020. 
76 Coffee & Politics, “al-Nawadi al-ʿIlmaniyya fi Jamiʿat Lubnan” (Secular Clubs in Lebanon’s Universities), 
YouTube, 23.02.2020. 
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When Ali Noureddine joined AUB in 2007, he thus found no arena to discuss the possibilities 

of an alternative, secular Lebanese state and society without siding with either the March 8 or 

March 14 alliances. As an alternative, he founded the AUB Secular Club in 2008. What did he 

mean, however, by the term secularism? And what did it mean to be a secular club on a 

campus where much of the organized social life of the university had been coopted by 

partisan students loyal to sectarian political parties? 

Secularism off campus: National protests 

Ali Noureddine says the club’s initial goal was to represent a nonpartisan voice advocating 

the importance of “secularism” and “social justice” on campus.77 Their primary argument was 

that the sectarian political leadership was to blame for much of the hardship and socio-

economic challenges within the country. The identity of the club was thus formed partly by 

their opposition to Lebanon’s ruling political parties, meaning all the parties of the March 8 

and March 14 alliances. They were not just against the presence of sectarian parties on 

campus, they were in fact against the whole sectarian political system. Hence, it quickly 

became important for the club to link their activities to the broader national political climate 

off campus. The club’s anti-regime stance would as such be expressed and reiterated several 

times in the coming years through demonstrations, sit-ins, petitions and social media 

campaigns. 

Throughout the coming decade, ASC would participate in several nation-wide protest 

movements. In 2011, when much of the Middle East was shaken up by vast anti-regime 

protests during the Arab Spring, ASC actively participated in the Lebanese “Down with the 

Sectarian Regime” uprising. It was during this protest movement that ASC got a sister 

organization at the prestigious French University of Saint Joseph (USJ) called the USJ Secular 

Club. At the same time, another like-minded club called the “Alternative Movement” was 

founded at the Lebanese American University (LAU) in Beirut. During the “Garbage Protest” 

of 2015, ASC and their partners at LAU and USJ joined forces with a wide section of 

Lebanon’s civil society organizations and the general public who protested the government’s 

corruption and mismanagement of public services. As Ali Noureddine says: “It became time 

 
77 Coffee & Politics, “al-Nawadi al-ʿIlmaniyya fi Jamiʿat Lubnan” (Secular Clubs in Lebanon’s Universities), 
YouTube, 23.02.2020. 
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for the idea that these students have causes inside the university […] but that they also have 

causes linked to the state and also linked to outside the university more generally.”78 

One year after the Garbage Protests, in 2016, ASC expanded their network of secular students 

further. The Mada Network was created that year as a collaboration between the AUB and 

USJ Secular Clubs. The network was later supplemented by the LAU Alternative Movement 

and the Independent List at Notre Dame University (now the NDU Secular Club). The 

network was meant to unify the members’ activities across universities and “help the 

universities that still did not have a [secular] club.”79 Several ASC members also took an 

active role in the organization of “Beirut Medinati” (Beirut My City).80 The group initially 

sought to challenge the sectarian parties by running for the Beirut municipality election in 

2015 and parliamentary elections in 2018. According to their website, Beirut Medinati is “a 

political movement seeking to create a political alternative exclusively from a local platform 

outside sectarian frameworks and private and narrow interests.”81 One of my informants 

underlined the ideological overlap between ASC and Beirut Medinati, saying: “Beirut 

Medinati is definitely an entity that has the same ideologies and the same goals as the Secular 

Club.”82 The two groups have also had some overlap in membership, in addition to holding 

occasional joint panel debates and shared ideas on other arenas. However, several informants 

pointed out that the collaboration between the two was merely ideological and occasional 

rather than material and substantial.83 

From this, we see that ASC’s secular “claim” encompassed a broad scope of the Lebanese 

society. The club members did not limit their activities to discuss the opportunities and 

challenges of replacing Lebanon’s sectarian political system with a secular one, neither did 

they confine themselves to the university. Rather, they chose to align with movements 

reflecting a broader national dissent towards the country’s political establishment and system. 

During these protests, ASC managed to expand their movement base by connecting with like-

minded students outside AUB. ASC then supported these new movements in creating their 

 
78 Coffee & Politics, “al-Nawadi al-ʿIlmaniyya fi Jamiʿat Lubnan” (Secular Clubs in Lebanon’s Universities), 
YouTube, 23.02.2020. 
79 Coffee & Politics, “al-Nawadi al-ʿIlmaniyya fi Jamiʿat Lubnan” (Secular Clubs in Lebanon’s Universities), 
YouTube, 23.02.2020. 
80 Deets, “Consociationalism, Clientelism, and Local Politics in Beirut: Between Civic and Sectarian Identities”, 
149. 
81 See http://beirutmadinati.com/, accessed 28.11.2018. 
82 Satia, former ASC representative in USFC, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 24, 2020. 
83 Abed, former ASC member and current outreach coordinator of Mada Network, author’s interview, Oslo-
Beirut, April 2, 2020. 
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own clubs at their respective universities. At the core of these secular student movements was 

their resentment towards the political system as upheld by the sectarian parties. One might 

argue that these secular students saw sectarianism as the “diagnosis” to much of Lebanon’s 

shortcomings. Followingly, one might claim that their “prognosis”, their solution to the 

country’s problems, lay within their conceptualization of “secularism”. But what exactly did 

this conceptualization entail? 

Here I have argued how ASC defined their role as 1) a continuation of leftist movements at 

AUB and 2) as part of national anti-regime protests and social movements manifesting at 

several intervals. In this context, it seems that for ASC founder Ali Noureddine is was 

important to continue the heritage of Lebanon’s left of presenting secularism as an alternative 

to a sectarian political system, while at the same time distancing the club from the March 8 

and March 14 political alliances. Instead, ASC collaborated more closely with Beirut 

Medinati when they decided to oppose the sectarian parties in municipal elections in 2015 and 

parliamentary elections in 2018. While it could thus be argued that ASC members saw 

secularism as an antithesis to sectarianism, one might still wonder what the concept 

secularism encompassed. It was clear that it was not sectarianism, it was something opposite. 

But what exactly was this opposite alternative? Now I will turn to investigate how ASC have 

framed their platform through their activism within the AUB campus. 

Secularism on campus: The rhetoric of the margin 

Several informants reported that one of ASC’s sticking points when communicating their 

views on student life and politics is trying to identify not only what they are against, but also 

what they are for. This point was highlighted by informants from both within the club and 

from their competitors. When I asked one of my informants, Abed, how he understood ASC’s 

idea of secularism, he answered that the club’s definition of the term had developed over time. 

Apart from their fundamental point of departure, that the club did not belong to any one sect, 

Abed added that ASC gradually adopted more values. Here, he mentions that the club now 

take a clear stance against homophobia, sexism and the interference of religion in politics. 

Moreover, they also advocate for refugees’ rights as well as the introduction of more civil 

rights, such as the option for civil marriage.84 When I follow up by asking whether and how 

 
84 Currently, all matters of personal status law (family law) in Lebanon is governed by religious courts of 
individual sects. There exists no civil option, such as for civil marriage, regarding personal status. Many 
Lebanese thus opt to travel abroad to obtain a civil marriage which they then get verified upon returning to 
Lebanon. See: Salloukh et al., Politics of Sectarianism in Postwar Lebanon, 35-37. 
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ASC’s understanding of secularism might differ from the way other political parties use the 

term, Abed answers: 

That’s the problem with the word secular. We have had this debate before in the club. 
We are not just secular, we are activist. We don’t just advocate for a secular country. 
We don’t just want a secular party; we want a progressive country. That is how we as 
a secular club rebranded [the] term secular; we integrated these values that we talked 
about to represent the secular that we are advocating for.85 

ASC’s president in 2019 Dany reiterates this point in an interview with the author. He says 

that ASC have tried to learn from what Beirut Medinati did not manage to do in their two 

electoral campaigns, namely clearly stating who they were, who they represented and what 

they stood for. According to Dany, ASC represent “the rhetoric of the margin.” This primarily 

means advocating on behalf of students as a politically underrepresented group both on and 

off campus. However, ASC also seek to give a voice to other more explicitly marginalized 

groups in society such as refugees and members of the LGBTQ+ community. Here, Dany 

believes ASC differ from other political student clubs in that they have a clear vision for 

Lebanon’s future and do not limit their activities to the AUB student council. Unlike the 

partisan clubs, he says that ASC “fight in the alleyways of AUB” for the better of the 

students.86  

With this, Dany refers to the many protests, sit-ins and petitions ASC have raised inside AUB 

over the past years.87 These demands, usually directed at the university administration, vary in 

topic but have at several occasions concerned lowering tuition fees or opposing that the 

tuition could only be paid in US dollars and not in Lebanese pounds.88 In a more recent 

example, ASC joined forces with other AUB clubs to petition the administration’s unfair 

treatment of wage workers during the COVID-19 pandemic.89 This “repertoire” of 

“contentious performances”, be it demonstrations, petitions or sit-ins, is supplemented by 

frequent posts on the club’s social media channels. How do ASC communicate their stances 

to other AUB students? 

 
85 Abed, former ASC member and current outreach coordinator of Mada Network, author’s interview, Oslo-
Beirut, April 2, 2020. 
86 Dany, ASC president, author’s interview, Beirut, October 1, 2019. 
87 Dany, ASC president, author’s interview, Beirut, October 1, 2019. 
88 Al-Haj, “Hamla did Dawlarat al-Aqsat al-Jamiʿiyya: ‘Tullab mish Zabaʾin’” (Campaign against the 
Dollarization of University Fees: ‘Students not Consumers’). 
89 Al-Ghasin, “’al-Jamiʿa al-Amrikiyya’ Tasrif Miyawmiha’” (‘The American University’ Fires its Dayworkers). 
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According to the club’s 2020 statement on AUB’s website, ASC “aims at contributing to the 

creation of a secular, democratic state in Lebanon by building a strong student movement 

within the American University of Beirut and by paving the way for secular students to 

become active individuals in the political realm.”90 On AUB Secular Club’s Instagram page, 

they have expanded on this by posting their five core values: Secularism, social justice, 

democracy, feminism and environmentalism. Under each value is a short definition. For 

secularism, we find four points: 1) “separation of sectarian identity and affiliation from the 

political practice and the state”, 2) “elimination of the sectarian quota system for MPs, 

ministers, presidents, and first-class employees in the government”, 3) equality in jobs and 

education opportunities regardless of religion and sect” and 4) “a civil and just personal status 

law”.91  

From this, we can see that ASC’s claims concern concrete student issues inherent to Lebanese 

universities and AUB in specific. However, they also communicate broader claims on the 

country’s political system which overlap with the ethos of now marginalized leftist parties and 

current nonsectarian movements. Moreover, ASC have gradually expanded their value-based 

claims to encompass the interests of marginalized groups as well as environmentalism and 

social justice. Nevertheless, what seems to be ASC’s core claim, from which they started and 

continue to reiterate as their ultimate goal, remains to be the disentanglement of the sectarian 

political system and its replacement with a secular alternative. This goal is pursued both 

within campus by advocating for student rights and challenging the hegemony of sectarian 

parties in university elections, as well as off campus through participating in national protest 

movements and collaborating with emerging, nonsectarian parties such as Beirut Medinati. 

Framing secularism: Inclusion and exclusion in a deeply divided society 

As illustrated, the AUB Secular Club employs a broad range of claims. Among these, their 

perhaps broadest claim is the abolition of the whole sectarian system and its replacement with 

a secular state. One might dissect this claim further into what Benford and Snow label as a 

social movement organization’s two (out of three) core framing tasks: the diagnostic frame 

and the prognostic frame.92 Here, ASC’s diagnostic frame could arguably be the sectarian 

political system and its societal implications. On the other hand, their prognostic frame might 

 
90 Office of Student Affairs, “Student Clubs List – Spring 2020”. 
91 AUB Secular Club, “Our Values”, Instagram (highlights), accessed 20.05.2020. 
92 Benford and Snow, “Framing Processes and Social Movements: An Overview and Assessment.” 
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just be a mirror image of their diagnosis: a secular political system and its respective societal 

implications. As ASC’s president Dany puts it, they envision a “happy state” where the 

current system is replaced by secularism, social democracy and social justice.93 As Abed 

previously mentioned, this new, secular state should also be accompanied by a “progressive 

country”, meaning a society that does not discriminate based on religion, gender, sexuality 

etc. What do these wide labels tell us about the Secular Club? 

When asked whether ASC is a leftist movement, Abed answers:  

“The club is an umbrella: you can be left wing, you can be right wing economically 
and be in the Secular Club. We try to get as many students as we can into the Secular 
Club but at the end of the day we do advocate for leftist values as well. And we all 
love Bernie [laughs].”94  

Thus, the club’s usage of wide labels might reflect their desire to mobilize a broad section of 

students while maintaining a morally grounded, oppositional stance towards the sectarian 

establishment and its networks on campus. While ASC’s somewhat fluid identity has enabled 

its members to champion a wide array of issues on campus, however, it seems also to be a 

point of internal contention. One of my informants, Satia, a 2018 USFC representative for the 

club, believed that ASC communicated too extreme views to ever be able to create 

widespread popularity and inclusion on campus. She said that inside the club, discussions 

were usually constructive. When these views were communicated outwards on campus, 

however, they tended to be so radical that it alienated a large portion of the student body. 

According to her, it was usually whoever held the most radical view and who raised his/her 

voice the loudest whose viewpoint got communicated. Thus, Satia was unhappy with how the 

club’s dogmatic communication sabotaged their ability to create any major impact. “They 

think what’s most important is changing the minds of people, not creating change.”95 

Satia’s concern with the club’s dogmatism and inability to include a wide portion of students 

draws attention to a dilemma that goes beyond mere popularity or winning votes. As a social 

movement organization (SMO) in a deeply divided society, where do you draw the line for 

membership? Who are included and who are excluded?  This is potentially problematic as 

SMOs might quickly be associated with “belonging to” or “fighting for” one sectarian group, 

often to the detriment of others. In contemporary Lebanese history, many anti-sectarian social 

 
93 Dany, ASC president, author’s interview, Beirut, October 1, 2019. 
94 Abed, former ASC member and current outreach coordinator of Mada Network, author’s interview, Oslo-
Beirut, April 2, 2020. 
95 Satia, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Beirut, November 26, 2019. 
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movements have disintegrated after such accusations of covert partisanship or fragmented due 

to protesters’ divergent political allegiances.96   

In this context, ASC’s broad conceptualization of their core prognostic frame, secularism, 

functions as a two-edged sword. The frame is inclusive in that it taps into an antiestablishment 

sentiment common among students in general97 which combines with Lebanese youth’s low 

level of trust in their country’s political system in specific.98 Within this broad frame lies 

certain other standpoints that have gradually developed alongside the club. We might label 

these as progressive values traditionally associated with the political left, such as pro-

LGBTQ+ rights, pro-refugees, pro-feminism etc. These progressive values are, however, 

potentially more contentious. As Satia pointed out, the club’s promotion of “extreme views” 

pushes away swaths of the student population and subsequently hampers their attempt to 

create a wholesome, inclusive alternative to the partisan clubs on campus.99 

However, ASC’s usage of broad, antiestablishment frames is a common phenomenon in 

student politics. Particularly in semi- or non-democratic regimes, student social movements 

often challenge the state “in the name of universalist principles of liberty, morality, and 

democracy.” Rootes argues that “The critical conditions for the emergence and development 

of student movements are a suitably moralistic political grievance, an absence of effective 

opposition within the polity from other, more powerful political actors, and a lack of powerful 

allies.”100 ASC seem a good fit within Rootes argument as 1) they employ a moralistic claim 

in denouncing the sectarian political system and its perpetuators as the diagnosis to much of 

Lebanon’s injustices, 2) the previous leftist opposition to this system has deteriorated as they 

became part of the establishment and 3) ASC seem to be the centrifugal force of the secular 

student movement in Lebanon and are subsequently not in the risk of being “swallowed” by 

more powerful allies. 

At this point, it is important to reiterate that ASC is primarily a student club. While they 

overlap with an antiestablishment social movement that comprise several organizations and 

 
96 See: AbiYaghi et al., “From isqat an-nizam at-ta’ifi to the Garbage Crisis Movement: Political Identities and 
Antisectarian Movements”; Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 303; Kingston, Reproducing Sectarianism, 
79. 
97 Huntington claims that “Students are the universal opposition; they oppose whatever regime exists in their 
society.” The Third Wave, 144. 
98 According to the Arab Barometer Country Report for Lebanon from 2019, merely 23% of Lebanese aged 
between 18-29 have a great deal or some trust in parliament, p. 10. See also: Iskov, “A brilliant political system.” 
99 Satia, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Beirut, November 26, 2019. 
100 Rootes, “Student movements”, 5. 
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initiatives outside university, they should perhaps not be judged by their lack of a clear 

national political agenda. As former ASC member and outreach coordinator of Mada Network 

Abed emphasized, the core goal of the secular student movement is twofold. Primarily, they 

seek to create more independent and stronger student bodies. Secondarily, they aim to educate 

youth in a new political mindset so that they might change the community from within after 

graduation.101  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have aimed to investigate how the AUB Secular Club has made secularism 

into a prognostic collective action frame. Through their conceptualization of secularism, ASC 

members have carved out a political space in an environment otherwise dominated by partisan 

student clubs. Moreover, we have seen how this secular prognostic frame has been developed 

as a response to the club’s diagnostic frame: the sectarian political system and its 

encroachment on wide parts of the Lebanese society. By doing so, I have also argued that 

ASC’s ideological “anchoring” (or borrowing of master frames) to other social movements 

can be seen in two directions: 1) towards the country’s dormant leftist political movements 

and 2) towards protest movements during the last decade and the emergence of organized 

political initiatives out of these, primarily Beirut Medinati. In this pursuit, ASC have tried to 

strike a balance between Beirut Medinati’s somewhat ambiguous reformist platform and the 

more contentious, progressive values of the radical left. This investigation has also 

highlighted some of the fundamental challenges for secular or nonsectarian social movements 

in a sectarian political system: by taking on values and asserting clearly defined goals, social 

movement organizations often risk accusations of covert, sectarian partisanship. In a political 

scene where the rules are written by sectarian parties, secular voices can quickly lose their 

foothold when building their own ideological platform. The next chapter will turn to how this 

secular frame has been operationalized within the context of student council elections at the 

American University of Beirut.  

 
101 Abed, former ASC member and current outreach coordinator of Mada Network, author’s interview, Oslo-
Beirut, April 2, 2020. 
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6 

Resource mobilization: Material versus immaterial resources 

Previously, I explored how the AUB Secular Club (ASC) perceive their core prognostic 

frame, secularism, as an antithesis to sectarianism, ASC’s diagnostic frame. How do, 

however, ASC members pursue their club’s prognosis within the context of AUB student 

council election? This next chapter will examine how ASC mobilize resources to build their 

electoral campaign focusing on the 2017 and 2018 elections. How does ASC’s ability to 

mobilize resources compare with that of their partisan rivals? What are the differences and 

similarities between ASC’s and their competitors’ access to resources and the way they 

employ them? And what does this tell us about the opportunities and challenges of secular 

social movements in a deeply divided society? First, let me turn to a brief overview of the 

electoral process for student councils at AUB. 

Student Council Elections 

During each fall semester, usually mid-October, the American University of Beirut holds 

student council elections. All full-time students with a valid AUB ID card are then allowed to 

vote for candidates in two simultaneous elections: one for the University Student Faculty 

Committee (USFC) and one for the Student Representative Committee (SRC). These two 

student bodies represent the whole university and each individual faculty respectively. The 

number of seats in each SRC differs depending on the size of the faculty and range between 

two to 22 student representatives. On the other hand, representing the whole university, is the 

USFC. This student body council is currently comprised of 25 voting members: 19 of them 

are student representatives and six are staff representing their individual faculties. In addition, 

the USFC is chaired by the Dean of Student Affairs and the President (principal) of the 

university who, in case of a tie, is enabled to break the vote.102  

While competition is tough for both student bodies, winning a seat in the USFC is usually 

considered as more important. USFC has a larger budget, decisions are made that impact the 

whole campus and not just individual faculties, and the student representatives have direct 

access to the principal. When Lebanese newspapers write about the results of student 

elections at AUB, describing who won between the alliances of March 14, March 8 and ASC, 

 
102 Dean of Student Affairs, “University Student Faculty Committee Bylaws”, American University of Beirut, 
2016. 
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they refer to the USFC seats. Moreover, campaigning for USFC is usually more demanding 

for candidates as the number of voters is larger. For this election, students can vote for any 

candidate as long as both the candidate and voter are registered in the same faculty. For SRC, 

however, students vote for candidates based not only on being in the same faculty, but both 

the candidate and the voter must also be registered in the same year (i.e. freshmen vote for 

freshmen, sophomores vote for sophomores etc.) Running for USFC is thus a tougher 

competition and requires more elaborate campaigning as candidates must rally voters across 

the whole faculty, and not only those in the same year. 

While the USFC and SRC elections are simultaneous, the candidates on the two tickets are 

organized differently. When students come to campus on election day and go into the voting 

booth, there are two tickets: one for the USFC and one for SRC. On the SRC ticket, all 

candidates are organized alphabetically according to which faculty and year they are in. On 

the USFC ticket, however, candidates are organized according to which electoral list they are 

running with. Since 2017, the three major electoral lists at AUB have been “Campus Choice” 

(AUB Secular Club), “Leaders of Tomorrow” (March 14) and “Students for Change” (March 

8). These three electoral alliances have, however, dominated campus elections since 2012 

(when ASC entered the election) albeit under different names. See Figure 1 for comparison of 

election results between March 8, March 14, ASC and independents from 2012-2018. 

 

Figure 1: No. of seats won by each electoral alliance in USFC elections between 2012-2018 
(Sources: AUB Outlook, AUB Office of Student Affairs, An-Nahar, al-Akhbar and L’Orient 

Le Jour).103 

 
103 See “Sources for election results USFC 2012-2018” in bibliography for full list of references. 
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As illustrated in Figure 1, the two biggest electoral lists are usually divided between student 

clubs representing parties from either the March 8 or March 14 alliances. Followingly, voters 

for the USFC will have to decide who they will vote for along this political divide. The third 

and fourth options are to vote for the electoral list Campus Choice, which is the list organized 

by the AUB Secular Club, or to vote for independents not running with any list. The latter 

rarely succeed, however, as the campaigning machineries of the three major electoral 

alliances leave little room for individual candidates and their home-made campaigns.104 The 

former, ASC’s Campus Choice, have in contrast increasingly been able to challenge the long-

established hegemony of sectarian political clubs in the USFC election. How has this come 

about and what can this tell us about the opportunities for a secular political opposition in 

Lebanon? 

Student clubs: Platforms for electoral mobilization and party liaison 

As of spring 2020, AUB houses 71 student clubs. These can be roughly divided into five 

categories: political clubs (those running for student council elections), vocational clubs (e.g. 

Real Estate Club, Consulting Club), recreational/cultural clubs (e.g. Latino Dance Club, 

Japanese Cultural Club), charitable clubs (e.g. UNICEF Club, Red Cross Club) and others.105 

In addition, there are 26 student societies representing different academic programs at the 

university.106 Many of these student clubs and societies at AUB have long been a hub for 

political mobilization. As has been well documented, the boards of student clubs and societies 

at AUB have repeatedly been the target of political parties on campus.107  

In short, parties desire to control the clubs in order to use them as pivot points during 

university elections. Once a club’s leadership is dominated by one group of partisan students, 

the new leadership will often change the club’s logo so that it resembles that of their “mother 

party” (either through replicating the party logo’s iconography and/or color scheme).108 Here, 

partisan students walk a fine line as they circumvent the AUB bylaws prohibiting the explicit 

expressions of party affiliation on campus.109 Regardless, the partisan affiliation of a club is 

clearly communicated through their branding (mainly through their logo but also through their 

 
104 Ali, ASC representative turned independent, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, April 31, 2020. 
105 Office of Student Affairs, “Student Clubs List – Spring 2020”. 
106 Office of Student Affairs, “Student Societies List – Spring 2020”. 
107 Harik and Meho, “The War Generation and Student Elections at the American University of Beirut”, 74. 
108 Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 275; Lefort, A Recited Community, 123-124. 
109 Dean of Student Affairs, “Campaign guidelines”, American University of Beirut. 
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social media outlets), making incoming and existing students conscious of to whom this club 

now belongs.  

This take-over process is usually a coordinated effort between the older partisan students at 

the university and their mother party’s youth wing. These youth wings are, quite unlike their 

equivalents in other democratic countries, primarily concerned with facilitating university 

elections. Rarely is the youth wing of national political party concerned with developing an 

independent political platform and being a sparring partner for their mother party.110  

These youth wings are in turn staffed by several full-time employees, many graduated former 

student politicians. Throughout the academic year, party cadres from the youth wings 

regularly coordinate with the leaders of partisan clubs on campus to ensure the best results 

possible for the annual student council election. Saleem, one of my informants who ran with 

the Youth Club [Future] in 2018, explains it as follows: 

There is also a lot of organization with parties outside AUB. There is an organization 
between the youth sector of the political party and the Youth Club inside the 
university. You have senior organizers keeping everyone in contact, keeping constant 
communication between all of them. Even if one graduates and leaves, he will still be 
in contact with the youth sector of that club which will be like the hub of graduates, 
undergraduates – what is going on inside the university, the elections, the election 
procedure, meetings, organizing meetings, reunions and stuff – will be partly 
attributed through the youth sector of the club outside the university.111 

In collaboration with these youth wings, the partisan clubs prepare campaign strategies for the 

student elections, expand their membership base and plan the club’s major events for the 

semester. This yearly cycle of a club’s life is essentially shared between all partisan and 

secular students who run for student elections. A substantial difference between secular and 

partisan student clubs, however, is the extent of external economic support and expertise they 

receive to sponsor and undergird their recruitment process, events and campaign strategy. 

While partisan students work in close collaboration with the youth wings of their mother 

party, receiving extensive funding and training,112 the situation for AUB’s secular students is 

quite different. Unlike the clubs comprising the two other electoral lists on campus, the AUB 

Secular Club is not affiliated with any party represented in parliament. Nevertheless, ASC 

have proved a significant competitor for the partisans in the student elections. How has this 

come about? 

 
110 Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 382. 
111 Saleem, former Youth Club [Future] representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beqaa Valley, April 2, 2020. 
112 Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 277-279. 
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Below will be a comparison of key campaign strategies for AUB clubs who run for student 

council elections. The focus will be on a comparison between partisan and secular students’ 

resource pools and how ASC’s material discrepancy has been countered by immaterial 

resources. In doing so, I seek to investigate how the Secular Club have been able to maintain 

between 15-33% of all votes in the last seven AUB elections in face of the sectarian clubs’ 

strong external support. In the same period, ASC have also managed to maintain a 

membership base of around 200, this despite a constant turnover as students graduate and are 

no longer able to remain official members.113 What can the Secular Club’s relative success 

and perseverance at AUB tell us about the limitations of sectarian reproduction and the 

emergence of new political currents from Lebanese universities?  

Mobilizing resources 

Jenkins writes that “Mobilization is the process by which a group secures collective control 

over the resources needed for collective action. The major issues, therefore, are the resources 

controlled by the group prior to mobilization efforts, the processes by which the group pools 

resources and directs these towards social change, and the extent to which outsiders increase 

the pool of resources.”114 While this conceptualization of resource mobilization is aimed at 

describing a core process of social movements, it nevertheless posits questions relevant for 

student council elections at AUB. What resources do the clubs running candidates for the 

USFC and SRC elections have at the onset of the campaign process? How do these clubs 

expand their resource pools during the electoral campaign? Do they receive any external 

support and resources from outside the university? And how do clubs operationalize their 

resources to win in student council elections? 

Organizing campaigns: The “makana” system 

For most clubs running for elections at AUB, preparations for the electoral campaign start 

during summer. While partisan students usually gather at the offices of their parties’ youth 

wings to start planning the election,115 members of the Secular Club gather anywhere, from 

available classrooms on campus to cafés or someone’s house.116 Both the sectarian clubs and 

the Secular Club then start calculating which candidates have a chance to win in each faculty. 

 
113 Hala, former ASC representative, personal communication with author on WhatsApp, 21.05.2020. 
114 Jenkins, “Resource Mobilization Theory and the Study of Social Movements”, 532-533. 
115 Bray-Collins describes youth wing offices in Lebanon as both arenas of party-club liaison and strategic 
planning, as well as social hubs and hang-out places for youth in general. “To enter a youth wing office is to find 
a bunch of young people simply hanging out.” See: Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 366. 
116 Ali, ASC representative turned independent, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, April 31, 2020. 



34 
 

Here, there is a discrepancy between which faculties partisan candidates are more popular in, 

and in which faculties secular candidates are more popular.  

For the Secular Club, the Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS) is where they gather the most 

votes and win the most seats. As the university’s biggest faculty, FAS houses the humanities, 

social sciences and natural sciences departments. On the opposite side of campus is the 

Suliman S. Olayan School of Business (OSB) and the Maroun Semaan Faculty of Engineering 

and Architecture (MSFEA). In this part of the university grounds, known as the “lower 

campus”,117 the Secular Club has only ever been able to win one seat.118 At the university, the 

lower campus is sometimes referred to as “el-qalʿa”, “the fortress”, of the sectarian affiliated 

clubs.119 Satia, one of my informants who ran in the 2018 USFC election for ASC, attributes 

this difference in their popularity between faculties partly to the lecturers and professors at 

FAS. Many of them, Satia says, are (former) political activists from Lebanon’s leftist and 

reformist movements. However, she also believes that the students who are attracted to the 

social sciences and humanities are inclined to identify themselves on the left side of the 

political spectrum and are usually more “artsy” and progressive.120 121 

When the clubs have decided on who they will run in each faculty (usually the one they 

imagine can garner the most votes), they break down remaining club members into 

“operators” according to the year and faculty they are enrolled in. These operators, or 

“makana’s” as they are colloquially called, are responsible for following up on a set number 

of potential voters. This is called the “makana” system. Satia explains: 

Say there is the campaign, and the campaign is ‘The Leaders of Tomorrow’. Say, 
Henrik, you know, I don’t know, 15 people in AUB that you really know and can 
influence. […] So, if we recruit you, you are called a ‘makana’. A makana in Arabic is 

 
117 AUB is built on a hill. The university grounds are separated by a steep slope. Students thus conventionally 
refer to the grounds at the bottom of the hill as “lower campus” and the grounds of the top of the hill as “upper 
campus”. Conveniently, faculties are located on either side of the hill. Students who take classes at two different 
faculties, however, hesitates to have these back-to-back, lest they tackle the hill in the short break between 
sessions in Beirut’s humid, scorching heat and enter class soaking in sweat. 
118 In 2017, Ramy Zein al-Din won a USFC seat in OSB, thus becoming the first Secular Club candidate to win a 
seat in lower campus. Satia, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 24, 2020. 
119 As an example, Satia describes the engineering department as “qalʿat el-quwwāt”, “the fortress of the 
[Lebanese] Forces”. “Literally 95% of students are Lebanese Forces or belong to them.” 
  Satia, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 24, 2020. 
120   Satia, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 24, 2020. 
121 This tendency is congruent with the wider literature on student activism. Student activists are overrepresented 
in the social sciences and partly in the humanities, with political science and sociology as vocal points of student 
activism. Altbach writes: “Overall, the political attitudes and values of social science students are more to the left 
than students in many other areas—especially the applied professional fields.” The same goes for university 
teachers in social sciences. “Perspectives on Student Political Activism”, 103. 
 



35 
 

literally a machine [laughs]. You are a machine and basically you are in charge of 
those 15 people to both talk to and influence to come vote and make sure that they 
come vote on the day of election. You have an iPad provided by the political party 
where you have an application that is specifically designed for the political party.122 

Albeit they lack the iPads, ASC replicate the makana system and compensates for their 

material deficit by drawing on the collective knowledge of their members and supporters. 

Whereas some partisan clubs use iPads to identify prospective voters with tailormade 

canvassing apps, ASC adhere to the same processes using Excel sheets and pen and paper. 

Operators are then organized in separate teams according to which faculty they are enrolled 

in, each with their own team leader. For ASC, the team leader is often the prospective 

candidate himself/herself. During these early campaign strategy meetings, the teams convene 

to identify potential voters. Using an Excel sheet, each team goes through the names of every 

single student in their faculty. Based on their collective knowledge and peer networks, the 

teams mark each name in the Excel sheet with either a blank (a potential vote), a “1” (a 

positive vote) or a “0” (a negative vote). Once finished, the comprehensive list of potential 

votes constitutes the backbone of ASC’s campaign strategy for the following semester. As the 

summer strategy meetings draw to an end and the semester begins around mid-August, it is 

then up to the operators to turn their allocated “blank” students (potential votes) into “1’s” 

(positive votes).123  

This “makana” system has been practiced for several years by partisan clubs at different 

universities.124 The system’s implementation nevertheless varies between student clubs. Its 

level of sophistication seems to rely on the budget and technological capabilities of each 

political club. ASC, whose primary income comes from occasional fundraising events,125 is 

on the lower end of the technological sophistication in their implementation of the makana 

system. While the exact practices between the partisan clubs differ, their technological 

infrastructure for surveying voters is nevertheless enhanced by cash transfers from their 

 
122   Satia, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 24, 2020. 
123 Hala, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 31, 2020. 
124 In his PhD thesis from 2013, Lefort documented how partisan students at AUB associated with the Christian 
party the Free Patriotic Movement (FPM) had already surveyed who might be convinced to join the club or vote 
for them during elections even before they entered campus as freshmen. This was done by contacting popular 
students in their final years of high school, taking them out to McDonalds or elsewhere and going through 
everyone they knew might begin at AUB to assess whether they would support FPM. See: A recited Community, 
128-129. 
125 In 2017 and 2018, Hala reported ASC’s biggest source of income to come from ticket revenues after 
organizing comedy nights and concerts, with the famous Lebanese rapper el-Rass performing at one event. The 
events drew between 200-300 paying participants. Revenues primarily went to pay for campaign materials like 
banners, posters and flyers. Hala, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 31, 2020. 
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mother parties. Cash transfers also free up the partisans’ human resources as they do not need 

to organize fundraising events to secure an income. As Abed, an informant from ASC, said 

regarding partisan clubs: “The funding is coming from outside, so they don’t actually need 

more than 40 members in the club.”126 

Nevertheless, a core factor for successfully implementing the makana system lies just as much 

in organizational capacity as it does in material resources. It might be for this very reason that 

ASC have managed to gimmick the partisans’ tactic and increase their ability to identify and 

flip non-decided voters. By replicating the partisans’ strategy and adapting it to their limited 

budget, ASC have compensated for their material deficit by drawing on the collective 

knowledge, or hive mind, of their members and supporters. Following Edwards and 

McCarthy’s definition,127 ASC have adopted the cultural resources or “know how” of how to 

target voter constituencies and integrated it with the human resources and skills of individual 

members. What further stands out is that ASC have been able to implement this system and 

pass it on to new generations of students without having an external facilitator. A potential 

weak point of any student organization, namely the high turnover in membership as students 

eventually graduate,128 seems to be mitigated by the club’s strict internal hierarchy and 

capacity to transfer skills onto newly recruited members. In short, a material deficit seems to 

be compensated for by organizational capacities and the mobilization of cultural and human 

resources. 

Regardless of ASC’s ability to adopt the partisans’ long-practiced canvassing strategies, there 

is one campaign tactic that the club cannot, and will not, copy. Enabled by extensive material 

support, the partisan clubs have long pursued campaign tactics that borders on blatant vote-

buying.129 These practices, however, alter over time partly due to changes in technology and 

the voting process. What are these practices and how do ASC position themselves to compete 

with them? 

Operationalizing external support: Vote-buying and clientelism 

At campus, vote-buying occurs primarily in three ways. First, in collaboration with the youth 

wings of their respective parties, the partisan clubs have compiled tests and previous exams 

 
126 Abed, former ASC member and current outreach coordinator of Mada Network, author’s interview, Oslo-
Beirut, April 2, 2020. 
127 Edwards and McCarthy, “Resources and Social Movement Mobilization”, 125. 
128 Altbach, “Perspectives on Student Political Activism”, 99. 
129 Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 277-279. 
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(called “previouses”) over several years. As many professors find it sufficient to shuffle old 

test questions and make those into new exams, accessing these test banks gives the student a 

major comparative advantage. The partisan students entice prospective voters to vote for a 

candidate from the partisan club in return for access to test banks. If a student agrees, this 

promise is followed up by the prospective voter’s “operator” through the “makana” system. 

Second, some partisan clubs arrange tutoring sessions for notoriously difficult classes right 

before elections. Anyone can attend the sessions as long as they promise to vote for the club 

in return.130 

None of my informants from the partisan clubs directly commented on these blatant vote-

buying practices.131 Members of the Secular Club, however, all pointed to how these small-

scale clientelist practices, encouraged and made possible through the material resources of 

party youth wings, are the main reason why secular and other nonsectarian political 

movements rarely prevail on campus.132 This belief is also shared by members of the Secular 

Club at the French University of Saint Joseph who, similarly, see the partisans’ extensive 

material resource pools and clientelist practices as the main reason for raising the bar for new 

political movements at the university.133 

Hence, Satia believed that she, as a representative of the Secular Club in the USFC, should try 

to restrict the partisan clubs’ ability to buy votes. She knew she would not be able to ban these 

practices altogether as they rely on informal exchanges and are not easily traced. She had an 

idea, however, how the university might prevent one vote-buying practice specific to the 

election day. On this day, partisan operators get particularly eager about convincing people to 

vote for their candidates.134 Partisan operators approach many prospective voters and promise 

them access to the test banks if they take a picture of their voting ballot and show to the 

 
130 Satia, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 24, 2020. 
131 One partisan informant, however, commented on how her club provided both access to test banks and help 
with homework to their over 300 members. Sasha, Social Club [Lebanese Forces] representative, author’s 
interview, Oslo-Beirut, April 2nd, 2020. 
132 Satia, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 24, 2020. 
133 Author’s fieldnote from USJ Secular Club pre-election event “Taleb Drink”, Beirut, October 3, 2019. 
134 In a video titled “Students harassed in the 2014 AUB Elections LIVE” published by The Media and Digital 
Literacy Academy of Beirut, one can see how operators gang up on voters on election day. Several students also 
report being called by political parties and threatened to either vote for them or not come at campus at all on 
election day. While the video is from 2014, the practices are congruent with the author’s observation after 
attending AUB election day in 2017. One difference is that operators no longer hands out pre-printed ballots as 
elections became fully digitalized in 2015. Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wAOW-5VMNQM 
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operator that they voted for the partisan club. Infuriated by this practice, Satia went to the 

university administration and told them that:  

(…) the political parties are actually telling the students to go in and vote for them, 
take a picture that they voted for this party, and, when they show them evidence, they 
will give them test banks and previouses.  

The administration listened to Satia’s concern and promised to act. 

So, the administration [implemented] a rule where you cannot get your phone into the 
booth. You had to put your phone and your ID [outside the booth] and then you go in. 
Now, a lot of the parties gave them two phones.”135  

Satia’s attempt to bar this vote-buying practice was thus countered by the partisan students. 

Their mother parties sponsored new phones which the partisan operators handed out to 

prospective voters. The voters would leave their private phone outside, bring the partisans’ 

phone inside, take a picture of their voting ballot and give the phone back to the operators. A 

third, more high cost, vote-buying practice occurs when partisan students call prospective 

voters on election day and provide transportation from their home (wherever in Lebanon that 

might be) to campus and back home again. While expensive, this practice can prove highly 

efficient as student elections at several universities is held on Fridays and during the weekend 

when less students are on campus – a decision made to reduce inter-club tension and 

fighting.136 Satia explains this vote-buying practice at AUB: 

If you happen to be off campus, which is definitely the case during elections because 
most elections happen on a Friday which means that the school of business is off – the 
students don’t have classes and even the professors are not on campus – they [the 
partisan clubs] would call you and pay you a cab from you house, and back, to come 
and vote.137 

While acknowledging their effectiveness, Satia believes that these vote-buying practices is 

primarily a symptom of the political parties’ vulnerability. According to her, these parties 

know that they have little to show for in terms of political accomplishments that improve the 

lives of ordinary Lebanese people. Therefore, they invest heavily in building up partisan clubs 

and winning student elections at universities to rejuvenate their image among a younger 

audience and a future constituency.138 The partisan students, tasked with winning the elections 

 
135 Satia, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 24, 2020. 
136 Author’s fieldnote from USJ Secular Club pre-election event “Taleb Drink”, Beirut, October 3, 2019. 
137 Satia, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 24, 2020. 
138 The voting age for national elections in Lebanon is 21 years. This means that university students, who start 
when they are 17 or 18, will have finished their degrees or be seniors by the time they can vote in parliamentary 
or municipality elections. As such, politicalizing students through university elections become all the more 
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and allocated with extensive material resources, become highly competitive and pursue this 

task vigorously: 

At the end of the day, when you are working with an entity that is, you know, semi-
handicapped on the outside, you are going to need people to work for you in a way 
that will be relentless in the way that they are just going to do whatever it takes to 
win.139 

Saleem, who ran with the Youth Club [Future] in 2018, says that it is common for the most 

engaged partisan students to take on extra degrees merely to continue working for the student 

elections.  

You find so many dedicated members to the election process that you have students 
going for double majors, staying in for the university. […] Two of the main organizers 
of the elections, of the Youth Club at least, went through another double major, went 
through another extra year, just for the sake of elections.140 

These clientelist practices highlight that Lebanese universities, even the prestigious AUB, are 

not democratic safe havens. The structures that limit the growth of secular movements on a 

national level in Lebanon are very much replicated inside the university, albeit on a somewhat 

more reduced scale. Although not impossible to impede, partisan youth show ingenuity in 

circumventing the university’s restrictions by using hard to trace illicit campaign tactics 

where they make the most out of their material advantage. As Satia suggested, however, these 

tactics might also reveal an uncertainty around the parties’ legitimacy and support on campus 

beyond their capacity to create miniature patronage networks. How do these dubious electoral 

practices affect students’ perception of partisan clubs’ legitimacy? 

Merely a rational choice? Countering opportunism with moral resources 

When Hala, a 2018 ASC representative in USFC, started at AUB she knew little about student 

politics. Two experiences early on in her studies would nevertheless contribute to increase her 

distrust in the university’s political system and those competing in it. At one point a fellow 

student approached her saying she was a politically independent candidate that, if Hala voted 

for her in the student election, would fix the faculty building’s vending machine. Later, Hala 

found out that not only was this allegedly independent candidate backed by a political party; 

she also learned that fixing this vending machine had been a red herring promised by a range 

of candidates for student councils over several years as a way to entice gullible students to 

 
important for parties. No longer children while yet to be considered full adults, the university becomes a rite of 
passage in students’ political socialization process. See: Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 215-218. 
139 Satia, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 24, 2020. 
140 Saleem, former Youth Club [Future] representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beqaa Valley, April 2, 2020. 
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vote for them. Somewhat later, when Hala founded an environmental club at the university, 

she was approached by members of a politically affiliated club. This partisan club member 

asked Hala whether she would like to run as a candidate on the club’s electoral list, not 

because she was politically aligned with them, but merely because she had garnered some 

popularity due to her position as the leader of the Environmental Club.  

The former example of the covert partisan and the latter opportunistic attempt at recruiting 

Hala based merely on her position and popularity led her to become deeply skeptical of 

student politics. This conception would, however, soon alter. After being introduced to the 

Secular Club through a friend, Hala hesitated to trust ASC’s ethos as a nonsectarian, secular 

alternative on campus. Nevertheless, over the course of the summer months in 2018, Hala 

started participating in more and more club meetings. Gradually, she came to see student 

elections as an arena that not only should, but could, be separated from the partisans’ hold. 

Subsequently, after attending several meetings, Hala eventually decided to run with the 

Secular Club in the 2018 USFC election convinced that the club represented political 

change.141  

Sasha, another of my informants, had a quite different experience. During the 2018 summer 

holiday one of her friends, at that point the president of the Social Club [Lebanese Forces], 

asked if she wanted to run with the club for student council. She was initially positive as she 

believed she could help students through her position in the USFC. However, she knew that 

doing so might cause social ramifications:  

The only inconvenience I saw in running for a political campaign was that people 
would eventually talk about me and talk about my reputation, that I ran with this club 
in specific and ‘oh my god’. You know how the stereotypes in Lebanon [are] and how 
people gossip and everything. This was my only main concern.142  

After extensive conversations with her friend in the Social Club, however, she finally decided 

to run. “Eventually I got over it. We talked about it a lot.” She was motivated by the 

possibility of bettering the conditions for students. “I know I can do this, I know I can bring in 

a lot of benefits to the student government.”143 

Like Hala, Sasha said she knew little about student and national politics when she began at the 

university. Unlike Hala, however, Sasha never seemed to become comfortable in her role as a 

 
141 Hala, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 31, 2020. 
142 Sasha, Social Club [Lebanese Forces] representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, April 2nd, 2020. 
143 Sasha, Social Club [Lebanese Forces] representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, April 2nd, 2020. 
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representative for her club. In comparison, Hala finally decided to run with ASC after 

gradually believing in the club’s political agenda. Sasha, on the other hand, seems to finally 

decide to run with a politically affiliated club despite her continued skepticism to their 

political agenda: 

What’s funny with my case is that I don’t know anything about politics, and I don’t 
even want to understand. When we were talking about it, my friend was like ‘yeah, 
you are going to run for the AUB Social Club which is known to be a political party’. 
And I was telling him ‘I don’t even follow the politics in Lebanon because they don’t 
interest me. And I disagree with most politicians on so many levels. Why would I run 
for a political party when I can run for an independent campaign?’ So, there he was 
like ‘yeah, but you know if you campaign with us, if you run with us, you have so 
many chances of winning. We can help you: there is a whole club that is behind you 
that is always helping you and getting you votes and everything.’144 

Here, it seems that Sasha made a pragmatic choice. She knew she wanted to be a student 

representative and she saw an opportunity to do so with the Social Club. “It was a bit selfish 

of course because I was thinking of myself. I was thinking ‘you have to win, and if it takes 

this to win, you have to do it.’”145 Her final decision to run did nevertheless not relieve her of 

the ambiguity she felt towards the partisanship of her new club: 

If I look back now, I don’t really remember how I got to accept his offer. But I think I 
am different because the other students they run with the political parties because they 
have [a] political agenda and I cannot say the same for me. I had this dilemma of 
talking to people who were constantly telling me ‘but why are you running with this 
campaign if you are not even with their political affiliation? Why would you run with 
them?’ This was actually a dilemma I held for so many weeks, and months even, I felt 
bad that I would run with a political campaign.146 

Even after winning a seat in the 2018 election USFC and thus becoming a representative, 

Sasha’s ambiguous feelings towards her association with a partisan club continued, especially 

towards their political agenda: 

I ran with them. And one year and a half later I am still with the club because, at the 
end of the day, I represent them. But I don’t represent their political believes. I made 
sure of this. I made sure people would know that I am with this club officially, my 
name is with their campaign, but I don’t really represent them on the political side.147 

Yet again, it seems that Sasha’s decision to run with the Social Club was mainly pragmatic. 

She made a rational choice where she considered the benefits of becoming a student 

representative against the possible social ramifications and moral quarrels she experienced by 

 
144 Sasha, Social Club [Lebanese Forces] representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, April 2nd, 2020. 
145 Sasha, Social Club [Lebanese Forces] representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, April 2nd, 2020. 
146 Sasha, Social Club [Lebanese Forces] representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, April 2nd, 2020. 
147 Sasha, Social Club [Lebanese Forces] representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, April 2nd, 2020. 
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doing so. Saleem, the Youth Club [Future] candidate, displays a somewhat similar sentiment. 

He says that ideally, electoral campaigns at the university should solely be based on the merit 

of individual candidates and their proposed platforms, rather than reflecting the political 

grievances of parties outside campus. When asked what motivated him to run with the Youth 

Club, Saleem answers: 

Obviously, I could not have made the decision without making some peace with their 
political stances, possibly outside the university, possibly also inside the university. At 
that time, I thought that – and I still believe – that change could happen. I believed at 
that time that… Youth Club was for change. A lot of their members were from 
different religious backgrounds, a lot of their political stances outside university were 
not solely based… They were not perfect, I am not saying that they are the best club, 
they have the best political stance ever. What I am saying is that I saw a potential and 
a good background that I would be willing to work with.148 

According to Satia, partisan clubs’ ability to recruit candidates that do not identify 

ideologically with their party is the bread and butter of these clubs’ campaign tactics. For 

some of those seeking a seat in the USFC, allying with a partisan club becomes a pragmatic 

mean to an end.149 Subsequently, the buy-in cost for running with partisan clubs becomes 

lower: if you are popular enough, come from the appropriate sectarian background and desire 

to become a candidate, the partisan clubs are happy to have you onboard with an absolute bare 

minimum of ideological commitment. This might mean that prospective candidates opt more 

easily for the sectarian route than the secular one, as the former requires less effort and has a 

better track-record of results. However, this opportunistic “campaign shopping” also means 

that a candidate’s loyalty to a club goes only as far as the services the club is able to provide. 

Hence, what I argue is that while the sectarian parties’ penetration in student elections are 

efficient, and have been so for the past 15 years, it is also quite superficial.  

Moreover, students’ lack of trust in the political system and the established sectarian parties 

has also proved an opportunity for ASC. Through their frame as a nonsectarian, anti-

establishment alternative that abstain from clientelist campaign practices ASC position 

themselves to draw on what Edwards and McCarthy conceptualize as moral resources. This 

resource stems mainly from a congruency between the processes of an organization and its 

“macrocultural context”: if an organization’s processes are perceived as legitimate by the 

society which the organization is embedded in, they gain a comparative advantage.150 

Students’ skepticism towards the sectarian establishment and their parties’ dubious campaign 

 
148 Saleem, former Youth Club [Future] representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, April 3, 2020. 
149 Satia, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Beirut, November 26, 2019. 
150 Edwards and McCarthy, “Resources and Social Movement Mobilization”, 125-126. 
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strategies thus becomes a resource that ASC can harness and accentuate in their political 

communication. In other words, partisans’ operationalization of material resources into 

clientelist campaign mechanisms, while effective, reveals an incongruence between both 

students and candidates’ perception of legitimacy and the partisan clubs’ processes. In turn, 

this perception of illegitimacy creates a space which ASC can exploit and mobilize around by 

utilizing the sum of their immaterial (particularly human and cultural) resources. 

It is, perhaps, a common phenomenon that political parties in corrupt states and deeply 

divided societies expand through vertical networks of patronage and reciprocity. While these 

vertical ties of reciprocity create continuity and (superficial) loyalty towards established 

political parties, they also leave a political opportunity for movements mobilizing horizontally 

across sectarian divides. In such networks, the short-term material benefits of allying 

vertically with a political party is replaced by an ideological commitment and moral 

conviction. This conviction, in turn, fosters collective action “for the greater good”. Partisan 

clubs, on the other hand, are inherently limited by their vertical networks of loyalty, whereas 

the Secular Club has potential to expand horizontally across campus. In sum, it seems that if 

secular alternatives can outmaneuver the clientelist practices of sectarian parties, they can 

reach a wide constituency and harness popularity based on people’s resentment of a corrupt 

and inefficient political system. What does, however, this revolt against sectarian partisanship 

on campus surmount to for Lebanon’s secular movement? 

Contesting the structures and social boundaries of a sectarian political system 

Partisan students, both at AUB and the Lebanese American University (LAU), seemed 

reluctant to identify their own political activism with the sectarian identity and platform of 

their clubs’ mother party. Some checked these ambiguous feelings by pointing to how 

structures beyond their grasp already had “laid out the rules” for political mobilization in the 

country. One partisan student at AUB pointed out how the university was to blame for not 

effectively barring political parties from being active on campus.151 Another partisan student 

at LAU, when asked why the university political scene fragmented along sectarian lines, 

answered: “Lebanon is divided already. This is the mentality of the people.”152 

Perhaps ASC’s biggest feat is challenging this deterministic conception of political 

mobilization on campus. By successfully participating in the student elections ASC have 

 
151 Sasha, Social Club [Lebanese Forces] representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, April 2nd, 2020. 
152 LAU 1, independent representative running with March 14, author’s interview, Beirut, November 18, 2016. 
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shown for a new generation of Lebanese youth that there are still ways to circumvent the 

sectarian political system and transgress its social boundaries. For those seeking student 

council offices, ASC represent a viable, secular route to political representation. For voters, 

the March 8 and March 14 alliances no longer holds a monopoly on aggregating student 

interests. Through university elections, ASC may also have found an outlet for a structurally 

subdued secular political consciousness in Lebanon. Subsequently, AUB might function as a 

laboratory for experimenting with a secular, antisectarian political consciousness where 

university elections represent a microcosm of the country’s political system and society. Its 

effects are tangible: through collective action around a shared secular frame, ASC members 

transgress sectarian political and social boundaries and reap the products of their campaign 

efforts by winning seats in the student council. This results in a powerful statement: it is 

possible to be secular even within Lebanon’s sectarian political system, at least within the 

microcosm of AUB. 

Based on his ethnographic research on AUB and USJ, Lefort argues that university elections 

function as positioning rituals whereby partisan students reaffirm their belonging to a 

sectarian community.153 If so, secular students have recently shown that it is possible to 

position yourself as a student politician outside the confines of a sectarian community. 

Moreover, Bayat argues that “the political or transformative potential of youth movements is 

relative the degree of social control their adversaries impose on them.”154 Through 

aggregating their immaterial resources, this new, secular community has challenged the 

sectarian social contract as maintained by the established parties’ clientelist networks. From 

their stronghold at AUB, ASC have managed what few other nonsectarian movements have 

done in contemporary Lebanese politics: to endure and continuously expand, both at AUB, 

across universities and with national protest movements.  

Conclusion 

In short, partisan students operationalize their party affiliation in two ways: 1) 

ideologically/symbolically by drawing on their mother parties’ logo and of their political 

platform and 2) by receiving material support which undergirds their campaign process. Both 

elements, the symbolical and material, are used to build and renew networks of partisan 

affiliation. What I have argued, however, is that this operationalization of sectarian identities 

 
153 Lefort, “The Art of Bypassing: Students’ Politicization in Beirut”, 413. 
154 Bayat, Life as Politics: How Ordinary People Change the Middle East, 109. 
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and material support, while effective, has created a somewhat shallow partisan loyalty where 

some student representatives are reluctant to identify themselves with said parties. Moreover, 

due to the sectarian connotations that partisan clubs inherit from their mother parties, their 

opportunity for growth is partly limited by their association with one sectarian constituency. 

Combined, this creates an ambiguity towards partisan clubs which the AUB Secular Club can 

exploit as a nonpartisan, nonsectarian alternative.   

In comparison, the Secular Club has, due to its independence of (sectarian) parties, a 

potentially bigger constituency. Where partisan clubs recruit candidates and voters through 

vertical networks of patronage, ASC expand horizontally. Moreover, ASC capitalize on the 

ambiguity and disillusion some students feel towards the sectarian affiliated clubs. 

Subsequently, ASC counter the partisans’ material advantage by mobilizing their human and 

cultural resources in response, all the while copying their rivals’ legitimate campaign tactics. 

As such, ASC have turned the partisans’ strength towards them: their ability to politicize 

ethnic identities and buy votes puts the partisans in an unfavorable light when held up against 

ASC’s secular platform which focuses on inclusion and transparency.   

Here, ASC’s ability to mobilize immaterial resources stands in contrast to the partisans’ 

material resource pools. What ASC seem to offer, unlike their partisan rivals, is a political 

platform that their candidates can stand behind. The partisans offer dubious campaign support 

in return for loyalty towards the club. As illustrated, this transaction sometimes runs contrary 

to prospective candidates’ personal, moral convictions. On the other hand, ASC offer a 

wholesome political platform and, perhaps more important, a target for channeling their 

secular claim: student council elections. By their mere existence, ASC adds another 

dimension for consideration to prospective candidates for student council. Whereas candidates 

previously could rationalize their choice to run with partisan clubs by arguing that no other 

option exists, ASC have now challenged that notion by positioned itself as a new, 

nonsectarian path to political representation. 

 



46 
 

7 
Conclusion: 

Mobilizing on a secular platform 
 

They used to try their utmost best to sabotage anything we were doing. Which only 
came to show that what we were actually doing was to a certain extent successful.155 

As underlined in this thesis, the secular student movement in Lebanon is expanding. Nowhere 

is this clearer than at the American University of Beirut. There, the Secular Club has had an 

increasing success in running for the student council elections. This success ought to be 

considered in comparison to the resource pool of their competitors. Where clubs representing 

the March 8 and March 14 political alliances are supported by extensive material resources 

from their parties’ respective youth wings, the Secular Club receives none. Where partisan 

students rent Beirut’s hottest clubs and fly in international DJs to celebrate with their 

constituencies, the Secular Club have an annual bring-your-own-booze pizza house party. 

Come election day, partisan students go around campus with iPads and tailor-made apps 

ticking off who voted for them, while ASC members use pen and paper.  

Perhaps even more important in skewing the stakes is what material benefits partisans can 

offer students on campus. Compiled over several years, partisan clubs have stocked exams 

and tests for the university’s notoriously challenging classes. These, club operators gladly 

offer anyone willing to give their vote in return, thus leaving their phone number with the club 

and becoming a name on the partisans’ iPads. The partisans and their constituencies’ intent, 

however, is less sinister than it is opportunistic. For candidates seeking a seat in the 

university’s student council, allying with a sectarian affiliated club is seen as a fast-track to 

electoral success. Moreover, doing so has largely been the default option for student 

politicians at AUB in post-civil war Lebanon. This comes as the result of these clubs’ 

extensive material resource pools and their immaculate track record of dominating student 

council elections over the last 15 years. For their less politically engaged members, the 

student clubs are hubs of social networks. They organize events, homework tutoring and offer 

welcome packages and tours of campus to newly arrived students. For non-member voters, 

partisan clubs represent potential facilitators of clientelist vote-buying by offering club 

services such as test results and tutoring in return from promises of votes in the election. 

 
155 Satia, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 24, 2020. 
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Given these odds, these entrenched semi-clientelist practices, there is no wonder that literature 

on student politics in Lebanon during the last decade has dismissed any attempts at 

challenging the political hegemony of sectarian affiliated parties, labeling them as futile and 

disjointed. The aim of this master thesis, however, has been to somewhat challenge that 

conception. The secular student movement, starting in its current form at the American 

University of Beirut in 2008, then expanding to the University of Saint Joseph and the 

Lebanese American University, and now also comprising members in Notre Dame University 

and the public Lebanese University, gathered through the Mada Network, is growing and 

increasingly challenging the sectarian political parties on campus.  

 Using the Secular Club at AUB as a case study, this thesis has tried to investigate where the 

secular student movement in Lebanon comes from, what they stand for and how they have 

managed to compete against their well-established rivals in student council elections. More 

specifically, from interviews, participant observation and election data, I have aimed to 

illustrate how the Secular Club has framed their platform and mobilized immaterial resources 

in their competition for seats in the University Student Faculty Committee. This investigation 

has been guided by a theoretical point of departure holding that free elections where political 

parties have equitable access to electoral competition functions as a litmus test for democratic 

states.  

As argued by Haugbolle, a core characteristic of leftist movements and parties in Lebanon has 

been their desire to transgress the social boundaries prescribed by a sectarian political system 

and society.156 In this context, secularism has been conceptualized as a wholesale alternative 

to sectarianism, a sort of antidote or antithesis to a sectarian political system and its social 

contract. What I have tried to argue is that the Secular Club has picked up on the leftists’ 

conceptualization of secularism as presented by Haugbolle and operationalized it within the 

context of the university and student politics. Through their participation in national protest 

movements, running for student councils and advocating for student rights on campus, ASC in 

fact seem to have reiterated their stance as not only an opposition, but an alternative, to 

sectarian political parties and their supports.  

Based on their wide repertoire of contentious performances and engagement in university 

elections, I have argued that ASC have built a political platform based largely on their 

animosity towards sectarianism. Borrowing from the literature on social movements, and from 

 
156 Haugbolle, “Social Boundaries and Secularism in the Lebanese Left”, 428. 
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Benford and Snow’s framing theory specifically, I argue that ASC have framed sectarianism 

as the club’s “diagnosis”, what needs to be fixed, as they have framed secularism as their 

“prognosis”, the solution to the problem and how they will go about fixing it. Both the 

diagnosis and prognosis seem broad and encompass not only the university but also 

Lebanon’s political system and wider society. This includes the constitutional measures 

guaranteeing sectarian quotas in parliament and other public offices, as well as the sectarian 

divides, or “social boundaries”, that constitute the demarcation lines in Lebanon’s deeply 

divided society. Additionally, the club champions more tangible issues on campus. These 

include fighting partisan vote-buying tactics in university elections, advocating for more 

scholarships, opposing the conversion of the tuition from Lebanese pounds to US dollars as 

well as advocating for the rights of marginalized groups such as members of the LGBTQ+ 

community and refugees.  

The secular frame, or ethos, fits neatly into the ambiguity and animosity directed at sectarian 

parties. This gives the secular frame a potential mobilizing force. In a way, ASC’s prognosis 

is to get rid of this ambiguity altogether. Through removing the established political leaders’ 

hold on society by challenging their clientelist networks and, ultimately, replacing the 

sectarian political system with a secular alternative, ASC envision a state that reflects the 

interests of Lebanese as citizens rather than sectarian subjects. University elections thus 

becomes an arena, or microcosm, to experiment with and pursue this goal. Nevertheless, good 

intentions are not enough to topple a regime. 

As illustrated, building and framing a secular political platform has posed some fundamental 

issues pertinent to many social movements in deeply divided societies. Two such issues 

addressed in this thesis are the ability to propose a prognosis which both 1) goes beyond their 

opposition to the diagnostic “status quo” by providing concrete solutions and not just pointing 

out problems and 2) making sure these concrete solutions and visions still leave equitable 

access for membership from the groups comprising the deeply divided society. Followingly, 

trying to establish a secular social movement in Lebanon, a country where sectarian political 

parties reproduce through clientelist networks, posits some existential questions: must secular 

movements maintain a membership base completely balanced between sects to be secular? 

Must the secular movement make room for all Lebanese students, regardless of their past or 

current political allegiances? And finally, are secular and sectarian movements/parties 

fundamentally dependent on two different political systems or can they coexist within the 
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same system? And if secular parties can coexist within a sectarian political system, could it be 

argued that the “secularists” are merely yet another sect?157  

While I do not seek to answer these questions in this thesis, they highlight a paradox faced by 

ASC when they try to mobilize around what I have argued to be their prognostic collective 

action frame, namely secularism as a political platform. These questions, however, are not 

new in the context of Lebanese politics. Rather, they have plagued leftist and other secular 

movements at regular intervals in the nation’s 100-year long history and continue to do so. 

Furthermore, the ambiguity of these questions has also diffused what it means to be secular in 

Lebanon, making it a contentious label claimed by a wide array of political parties.158 

This brings us back to the second part of this thesis, namely ASC’s mobilization of resources 

in their competition for student council elections. As highlighted, ASC are strongly 

disadvantaged compared to their partisan rivals in terms of access to material resources. When 

it comes to immaterial resources, however, the playing field alters. As common in deeply 

divided societies, general public trust in the political system is low. As sectarian affiliated 

clubs represent an extension of this system on campus, one of these clubs’ major challenges is 

arguably overcoming the lack of trust and negative associations students might have with 

them. These clubs might compensate for this negative effect by providing material and social 

benefits to their prospective candidates, members and voters, as well as by politicizing ethnic 

identities during the campaign process. According to informants interviewed for this thesis, 

this practice is particularly effective among freshmen and sophomore students who, when 

entering campus, are more politically naïve and thus susceptible to partisan influence.159  

As demonstrated, some informants argued that a key factor behind ASC’s electoral success 

has been their ability to operationalize the resentment or ambivalence many students feel 

towards sectarian politics and their representatives on campus to their favor. ASC have tried 

to bridge this gap of distrust by positioning themselves as brokers who advocate for student 

rights directly with the university administration while bypassing the sectarian political 

system. In other words, they try to show that they can function as a political entity by 

aggregating student interests without having to rely on the material resources or social 

networks of sectarian parties.  

 
157 Salloukh posits this question in relation to civil marriage in Lebanon. See: Salloukh et al., Politics of 
Sectarianism in Postwar Lebanon, 39. 
158 Haugbolle, “Social Boundaries and Secularism in the Lebanese Left”, 432. 
159 Hala, former ASC representative, author’s interview, Oslo-Beirut, March 31, 2020. 
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A way forward for Lebanon’s secular movement 

In comparison to the development of secular and antisectarian/nonsectarian parties on a 

national political level during the last decade, ASC’s success on campus stands out as an 

unprecedented breakthrough. The club’s ability to mobilize support and resources on campus 

to compete against the partisans’ clientelist and vote-buying practices, facilitated by extensive 

material backing from sectarian parties, shows that secularism as a political platform is a 

potent frame within electoral politics in Lebanon. To the extent that the sectarian parties’ 

material comparative advantage can be leveled by strong organizational capacities and potent 

mobilizing frames, secular and antisectarian movements in Lebanon might be able to move 

beyond street protests and university elections. Through the mobilization of immaterial 

resources, they might rejuvenate the organized forms of secular political claims on a national 

level. In a country plagued by rampant corruption where unemployment is rising and the 

economy is plummeting,160 this is, of course, easier said than done. 

Whereas students at AUB might “afford” to opt out of sectarian opportunities for electoral 

success and carve out their own competing path in opposition, the same might not be said of 

Lebanon’s rising low income population and those living under the poverty line. For many in 

the latter group, patronage networks do not merely constitute opportunities for personal 

growth or an aggregation of pre-existing capital, it might also be the lifeline for those in need 

of health services and basic amenities and who are not catered for by an institutionally weak 

state.161 

Nevertheless, I would argue that this case study provides important insight into the possibility 

of secular political representation in Lebanon. First, it highlights that the established sectarian 

parties are not hegemons in Lebanon’s political scene. Independent of these parties, the 

secular student movement continues to expand at Lebanese universities where they contest 

their partisan rivals. While universities are generally less hampered by structures of sectarian 

repression and clientelism compared to public institutions and national elections, the secular 

clubs’ success nevertheless shows that patronage and politicized ethnic identities are not 

enough to quell all organized forms of antisectarian movements. Second, ASC’s continuous 

search for a political identity and platform reveals an existential uncertainty around what it 

means to be a secular party in a sectarian political system.  

 
160 Alami, “Lebanon’s Triple Crisis.” 
161 Baumann, “The Causes, Nature, and Effect of the Current Crisis of Lebanese Capitalism”, 68-69. 
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However, the club’s longevity and success since entering university elections in 2012 

highlights an ability to adapt their vision to new generations of students. In other words, being 

secular is, and will continue to be, a highly relevant and potent political identity in Lebanon. 

Furthermore, through their participation in university elections, secular clubs might socialize 

and train a new generation of secular politicians. In her PhD thesis from 2016, Bray-Collins 

argued that partisan youth rejuvenate their parties’ image both on and off campus.162 If so, I 

argue that the Secular Club rejuvenates what it means to be secular in Lebanon and at AUB, 

whether through elections, on social media or from the frontlines of the October 17th uprising. 

ASC’s success ought nevertheless to be grounded by an important facet: they are a student 

movement organization at Lebanon’s most prestigious and among its most expensive 

universities. Most students come from the country’s utmost privileged socio-economic 

backgrounds. Had it not been for the expansion of secular student organizations at a range of 

other universities, including the country’s only public higher educational institution the 

Lebanese University, one could perhaps question any claim of external validity of ASC as a 

case study for secular movements in deeply divided societies. Moreover, the relative 

transparent and stable conditions at the university provide a more favorable framework and 

environment for experimenting with student politics which is not at all replicated on the 

national political level. Regardless, I would argue that these warrants can be turned around by 

seeing the student election process at AUB as a laboratory for political sentiments and 

currents in the country. If student politics is a mirror image of Lebanon’s national political 

scene, ASC reflect the many movements and parties who have challenged, and continue to 

challenge, the hegemony of the country’s sectarian elite. As ASC’s president in 2019 aptly 

put it: “We are reflecting the outside politics but in a more bourgeoise way.”163 

 

 

 

 

 

 
162 Bray-Collins, Sectarianism from Below, 330. 
163 Dany, ASC president, author’s interview, Beirut, October 1, 2019. 
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