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Preface



by GHASSAN HAGE



‘Eefneh


While visiting Lebanon to conduct what was largely emigration-related research, I gradually became interested in the phenomenal growth of arghileh (water pipe) smoking. When I left Lebanon in the mid-seventies, smoking arghileh was something largely associated, by middle-class youth like me at least, with older, male, working-class urban cafe culture. That was what such men did as they sat, drank coffee or tea, and played backgammon. Perhaps it was also perceived as something that old or traditional village people did, if I remember well. But what is certain is that youth in my circle would never have fantasized themselves smoking arghileh at that time.


I am not sure if the above perception reflected the actual demographic of arghileh smoking before the civil war, but there is no doubt that something during or after the war triggered a serious transformation in the social and geographic spread of the practice: everyone now seemed to be smoking arghileh, and everyone, particularly young people, seemed to think that it was a really hip thing to do. It is not an exaggeration to say that on any night in the restored city centre, turned into a pedestrian zone and lined with cafes and restaurants, something like thirty or forty percent of the patrons would be smoking an arghileh – that’s arghilehs in their hundreds, and on a weekend night that’s perhaps arghilehs in their thousands.


Similarly, further down by the sea and heading westward, on the Corniche, the long wide footpath by the sea that is the closest Beirut has to a public space, one can see working- or under-class men and women park their cars, bring out a couple of plastic chairs, and, sure enough, a couple of arghilehs. They light up and sit there by the sea, smoking and contemplating the water and the sunset, feeling visibly at peace with themselves ... drifting. Drifting bodies in a Lebanon adrift. I think that there is a lot about this arghileh smoking that demonstrates the themes of adriftness that are mobilized in Samir Khalaf’s book.


If there is something that characterizes popular forms of Lebanese sociality in postwar Lebanon, it is the remarkable way that they have immunized themselves from the endless political conflict and upheavals that continue to characterize Lebanese politics. On one level, it was like a decision that was made, such as, ‘if we are going to wait for the political situation to become normal in order to have fun, we’re never going to have fun.’ On another level however, it was more than that. It was, ‘we’re going to have fun precisely so that we don’t have to think about the political situation.’ This then evolved into: ‘we’re going to have fun in order not to think about anything too upsetting’, ‘we’re not going to think about the hopeless provision of basic social services such as rubbish removal, water and electricity supply’, ‘we’re not going to think about the state of the roads and traffic congestion’, and ‘we’re not going to think about the very manifest forms of ecological degradation around us.’ So, except for the activists and the usual cross-section of socially aware and concerned citizens, the withdrawal of the rest of the population from the social and the political and into a life of ‘fun’, ‘consumerism’ and ‘shallowness’, when they can afford it, is sometimes quite extreme. Samir Khalaf’s book is a recording and an analysis of the social and political origins and manifestations of this culture of escapism.


Arghileh smoking is metonymic of this form of escapism and a kind of narcissistic folding of oneself onto oneself to seek a sense of immunity from the traumatizing environment. As a Lebanese person said to me recently: ‘if you are sensitive and aware, one walk down the streets is enough to diminish you as a human being here.’ So, there is something stoic and heroic about this escapism. One has in mind the image that circulated widely on the net following savage Israeli bombing of Lebanon in 2006: two men sitting in the middle of the rubble of a building flattened by an Israeli bomb, both smoking an arghileh. And one cannot help but understand the Lebanese desire to withdraw from Lebanese politics given its injurious, belligerent and yet futile nature that Khalaf describes so well. But at the same time, and again, as Khalaf stresses regarding the various social pathologies he examines, there is also a reneging of one’s responsibility towards the political, social and environmental degradation that one is in fact reproducing through this very act of withdrawal from the social. It is as if every arghileh smoker, like every mindless consumer, is holding a little sign that says ‘eefneh, a quintessentially Lebanese colloquial exclamation, which means, ‘let me be and don’t bother me.’ Being psychoanalytically inclined like I am, I have always seen this kind of ‘let me be’ sentiment as having a regressive, infantile nature.


To speak of regressive, infantile sentiments here is to say that within the desire for withdrawal and immunisation from the social is really a desire to regress back to where one has come from: the womb. That is, in every desire to retreat from social life, there is also a desire to retreat from life as such. There are many works, some serious and some less so, that connect smoking with sucking, and imaginatively, with the breast of the mother, which, in psychoanalytic terms, is itself symbolic of a desire to return to the womb. This certainly can apply to arghileh smoking, though I know of no studies that make such a connection. Beyond the act of sucking, arghileh smoking also provides a visual enhancement of the regressive imagination, given that one sucks on a pipe that suspiciously looks like an umbilical cord. This is further enhanced in the domain of sound by a very womb-like gurgling of water. Add to this the soft buzz that the special aromatic arghileh tobacco provides, and there should be no doubt that there is probably no other device capable of producing a ‘womb effect’ the way the arghileh does.


I guess that the extent to which one finds all this productive to think about is correlative to how seriously one takes psychoanalysis. But what is certainly beyond doubt is that recognizing that emotions that are generated by the Lebanese desire for regression and withdrawal, and which are present metonymically in arghileh smoking, are a form of infantile regression, can help us understand the paradoxical nature of many forms of irrational violence that often go hand in hand with this type of regression and which are also referred to in Khalaf’s book.


When one desires and attempts to regress, one feels good, as long as nothing is disturbing one’s peace. Unfortunately, in such situations, many things are perceived to disturb one’s peace. For, to act as if one is back in the womb and to demand a womb-like peace, when one is not and is in fact constantly interacting with people, is ambivalent to the extreme. Anything is bound to be found a disturbance. This kind of emotional situation is exemplified by the irrationality of what is called ‘road rage’: the astonishing amount of anger and violence that can be generated from minor conflictual interaction between car drivers.


What often induces ‘road rage’ is precisely the ambivalent emotional experience that driving a car can produce: it is both a form of cocooning away from the social and yet an interactive exercise with other occupants of the roads. ‘Road ragers’ are often those who experience the cocooning effect of the car as a regressive womb-like situation, which heightens a form of infantile aggression that is directed at any other road occupant perceived to have disturbed one’s peace. Many interactions in Lebanon, on and off the road, often take the form of road rage; any small occurrence can induce tempers to flare in an irrational way when one is floating about adrift.


I conceived these ethno-psychoanalytic thoughts about the arghileh quite a while ago. It is interesting to me that in reading Samir Khalaf’s book I feel I have a better understanding of the social processes in which these psychoanalytic experiences are grounded and that the way the two domains interlink. But this would not be the first time that Samir Khalaf lightens up the sociological path for me.


Samir Khalaf was already an assistant instructor at the American University of Beirut and then a university fellow at Princeton in 1957, the year I was born. When I began studying Middle East politics at university, an article of his was the very first piece of Middle Eastern political sociology I read as a student. By that time, he had already engaged in many research projects, which ended in various waves of publications: on prostitution in Beirut (the subject of his very first publication), on Lebanese industrial relations, on Arab intellectuals, on family firms, on Lebanese migration, on the historical sociology of nineteenth-century Lebanon, on Beirut’s urban politics, and more generally, on Lebanon’s political system. And when I was writing my PhD on the Lebanese Civil War, his work had achieved a classical status that made it obligatory for any scholar of Lebanese politics to engage with it. So, as the reader can imagine, I am unbelievably delighted to be writing this preface. It is not every day that one gets the opportunity to preface a book by someone whose work has had such a defining impact on oneself and on so many others.


But I am also particularly delighted to be writing this as Samir Khalaf’s friend and colleague. This is to stress something important. From what I mentioned above, it could be easy for someone to mistakenly assume that this prefacing is a ritual of commemoration of an intellectual from the past by an intellectual from the present. Nothing is further from the truth. This is why: to highlight that Samir Khalaf is my friend and colleague is to highlight the fact that his intellect is still at the very least as productive, innovative, sharp, and alive as mine, with the added bonus of historically acquired wisdom and an impeccable sense of measure in making analytical and political judgments.


Samir Khalaf is nearing his eighties – he will have to forgive me for revealing his age – but he remains one the most dynamic sociological intellectuals in Lebanon today, always willing to write and publish on new topics, always on top of new theoretical literature and always excitedly making it speak to the particularities of the Lebanese situation. And it is precisely this that makes this book, like any other work of his before it, an important book to read. For regardless of whether one fully agrees or not with its various analytical observations and conclusions, one is invariably forced to recognize and respect the analytical craftsmanship that brings them about and make them so engaging.


Finally, I want to conclude by stressing another important quality of Samir Khalaf’s writing that manifests itself throughout this book. Lebanese politics is a mean colonizing machine. It devours everything and politicizes anything it touches, even that which desires to remain outside the political. To write as a sociologist in Lebanon and not let oneself be devoured by the political, and to disallow one’s view to become partisan and enslaved to this or that political position, is a difficult task to achieve. But Samir Khalaf does it and he achieves this by maintaining a certain intellectual cosmopolitanism that is paradoxically both uniquely Lebanese in its sensibility and concerns, and yet at the same time untimely and out of place. One of the greatest pleasures of this book is that it embodies the survival of this Lebanese, cosmopolitan, intellectual ethos in the face of the many social and political forces that are trying to efface it.





Prologue



On Being Adrift


Lebanon today is at a fateful crossroad in its eventful socio-cultural and political history. At the risk of some oversimplification, it remains adrift because it is imperiled by a set of overwhelming predicaments and unsettling transformations. At least three such disorienting circumstances stand out by virtue of their ominous implications for exacerbating the ambivalences and uncertainties of being adrift. More grievous, they are also bound to undermine prospects for forging a viable political culture of tolerance and genuine citizenship.


First, Lebanon is in the throes of postwar reconstruction and rehabilitation. Postwar interludes, even under normal circumstances, are usually cumbersome. In Lebanon, they are bound to be more problematic because of the distinctive residues of collective terror and strife the country was besieged with for nearly two decades of protracted, displaced and futile violence. Despite the intensity and magnitude of damage and injury, the fighting went on. More menacing, as the hostility degenerated into communal and in-group turf wars, combatants were killing not those they wanted to kill but those they could kill. The displaced character of hostility was also manifest in the surrogate victimization of random groups not directly involved in the conflict and of innocent bystanders. Finally, the war was futile since the resort to violence neither redressed the internal imbalances nor ushered the country into a more civil and peaceful form of pluralism or guarded coexistence. One concrete implication of those three aberrant features of collective strife is painfully apparent: though the outward manifestations of fighting and belligerency have ceased, hostility, fear and suspicion still prevail. This is visible in the occasional outbursts of violent clashes between fractious groups. These only serve to compound the fragmented and unanchored character of society and, hence, all the anguishing uncertainties of being adrift.


Second, Lebanon is also trapped in a turbulent region suffused with residues of unresolved rivalries. There is hardly an internal problem – not only crises of political succession, electoral reforms, the naturalization of Palestinian refugees, Hizbullah’s arms but also the drain on precious youthful resources, erosion of natural habitat, violation of human rights and civil liberties, freedom of speech – which is unrelated to persisting regional and global rivalries. Hence, it is understandable why a small and defenseless country like Lebanon, embroiled in such a turbulent region, should be concerned about how to ward off or protect itself against such external hazards. Indeed, this is its most compelling predicament.


Finally, and as of late, the country is also embroiled, willingly or otherwise, in all the unsettling forces of postmodernity and globalism: a magnified importance of mass media, popular arts and entertainment in the framing of everyday life; an intensification of consumerism, commodification and the allure of kitsch; the demise of political participation and collective consciousness for public issues and their replacement by local and parochial concerns for heritage and nostalgia. As we shall see, the global surge in mass consumerism has reawakened interest recently in the colonizing and alienating nature of modern consumption. Naturally, such conditions are of particular relevance to a postwar setting already suffused with excessive material desires and wasteful indulgence in extravagant and spectacular display of conspicuous leisure and consumption.


The disheartening consequences of such broad structural transformation are grievous. Three socio-cultural realities are particularly poignant and relevant, and are bound to exacerbate the state of drifting which continues to affect the country and sharpen feelings of enmity and paranoia between and among fractious communities. First, the salient symptoms of re-tribalization are apparent in reawakened communal identities and the urge to seek shelter in cloistered spatial communities. Second, there is a pervasive mood of lethargy, indifference, weariness which borders at times on collective amnesia. These two seemingly dissonant realities coexist today in Lebanon. The longing to obliterate, mystify and distance oneself from the fearsome recollections of an ugly and unfinished war, or efforts to preserve or commemorate them are, after all, an expression of two opposed forms of self-preservation: the need to remember and the need to forget. The former is increasingly sought in efforts to anchor oneself in one’s community or in reviving and reinventing its communal solidarities and threatened heritage. The latter is more likely to assume escapist and nostalgic predispositions to return to a past imbued with questionable authenticity. Third, another unusual reaction has lately become ascendant, one which could threaten to undermine some of the cherished cultural values of authenticity, conviviality and simplicity. In times of local and regional political instability, mounting economic risks and sharper socio-cultural divisions, one would expect groups to display a modicum of control in their desires for material goods and other lavish and extravagant expectations and whims.


Normally, postwar interludes generate moods of restraint and sobriety. People are more inclined to curb their conventional impulses and become more self-controlled and introspective in the interest of reappraising and redirecting their future options. Rather than freeing them from the prewar excesses, the war in Lebanon has paradoxically induced the opposite reaction. It has unleashed appetites and inflamed people’s insatiable desires for acquisitiveness, conspicuous leisure and consumption and guilt-free lawlessness.


In such a setting, public and private events – even the most intimate and personal celebrations – are transformed (or deformed) into objects of curiosity and display appealing or intended to appeal to traumatized and duped consumers. The intention is to dazzle and trap the masses into a simulated mass culture. Today, Lebanon is a living and vivid example of Guy Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle (1995), where the obsession with appearance and image-making become forms of false consciousness and public distraction. Embittered and rootless masses, impelled by the urge to make up for lost time, are readily seduced by burlesque-like spectacles, trite clichés and cheap sentimentality. Objects, scenes, events, even the cherished icons of Lebanon’s archeological, artistic and culinary legacies, are all banalized by the public gaze and the whims of the masses. They become no more than a sensational marvel or curiosity.


Some of these excesses are so egregious that they assume at times all the barbarous symptoms of not-so-moral substitutes for war. Boisterous and disorderly conduct are routinized and hardly invite any moral reprehension or censure: from reckless driving, noise pollution, littering, heedless smoking to the more rapacious offenses such as ravaging the country’s natural habitat, violating zoning and building ordinances, embezzlement, fraud, corruption, deficient civic and public consciousness – are all deeply embedded in the cultural ethos of laissez-faire, excessive economic liberalism and political clientelism.


Mercantilism and its concomitant bourgeois values were always given a free rein in Lebanon. As will be seen it has been treated by a score of historians as a ‘Merchant Republic’. The outcome of such excessive commercialization was already painfully obvious in the prewar years. With staggering increases in land values, commercial traffic in real estate became one of the most lucrative sources of private wealth. Hence, the ruthless plundering of the country’s scenic natural habitat and the dehumanization of its living space became starkly visible. With the absence of government authority, such excesses became more rampant. What was not ravaged by war was eaten up by greedy developers and impetuous consumers. Hardly anything is being spared today. The once pristine coastline is littered with tawdry tourist attractions, kitsch resorts and sleazy private marinas, as much as by the proliferation of slums and other unlawful makeshift shoddy tenements.


Rampant commercialism, greed and enfeebled state authority could not, on their own, have produced as much damage. They are exacerbated by the ravenous postwar mentality. Victims, having suffered human atrocities for so long, become insensitive to these seemingly benign and inconsequential concerns or transgressions. The moral and aesthetic restraints which normally control the growth of cities have become dispensable virtues, as they seem much too remote when pitted against the postwar profligate mood overwhelming large portions of society. Victims of collective suffering normally have other rudimentary things on their mind. They rage with bitterness and long to make up for lost time and opportunity. The environment becomes an accessible target on which to vent their wrath. In a culture infused with a residue of unappeased hostility and mercantilism, violating the habitat is also very lucrative. Both greed and hostility find an expedient proxy victim.


In such a free-for-all, any concern for the aesthetic, human or cultural dimensions of living space is bound to be dismissed as superfluous or guileless. As a result, it is of little concern whether cities are ugly, whether they debase their inhabitants, whether they are aesthetically, spiritually or physically tolerable, or whether they provide people with opportunities for authentic individuality, privacy and edifying human encounters. What counts is that access to land must satisfy two overriding claims: the insatiable appetite for profit among the bourgeoisie and the vengeful feeling of entitlement to unearned privileges among the disenfranchised. By the time authorities step in to restrain or recover such violations, as was to happen repeatedly in the prewar years, the efforts are always too little, too late. By then, officials could only confirm the infringements and incorporate them into the legitimate zoning ordinances.


How can ordinary citizens burdened with the pervasive fears of an ugly and unfinished war, persisting regional rivalries, mounting economic deprivation and diminishing socio-psychological prospects for well-being and the good life, find meaning and coherence (let alone inspiration) in a society which has not only lost its moorings and direction but is also out of control? This is precisely what adrift means and this is how the term, as a metaphor or ‘ideal type’, is being employed in this work.


If one reviews how the term is formally defined in a handful of unabridged dictionaries, the usage converges on at least three defining features or attributes. First it involves the notion that a society, like a ship floating at random and without any motive power, has lost its anchorage and moorings (Merriam-Webster). Hence, one feels disconnected from the abiding values and primordial loyalties which once served as sources of meaning, stability, order and integration. Second, without any anchorage, one is carried aimlessly, bereft of any firm purpose or direction (Collins). At best, one simply drifts with the flow. At worst, one becomes confused, uncertain but also estranged, abandoned and alienated (Macmillan). Without any solid ties, guidance, or security, people become morally adrift (Merriam-Webster). Altogether, one is overwhelmed by the feeling that one’s life has no purpose any more.


Finally, and most definitive for our purposes, when one loses the usual support, one is also inclined to lose restraints and controls (Merriam-Webster). It is in this fundamental sense that I have characterized Lebanon as being adrift. The country has not only lost its anchorage and sense of direction. Most disheartening, it has been displaying lately all the startling symptoms of being uncontained. The exuberance and expectations of the Lebanese are so excessive that they are beyond control or restraint. Hence, they are doomed to a life of constant seeking without fulfillment. More concretely and existentially, as the average Lebanese becomes disconnected from his past moorings, he is also anxious and uncertain about the future directions of his society and his place in it. The Lebanese today are trapped in a disparaging threefold predicament: alienation from the past, anxiety and unease about the present and uncertainty about the future.


Symptoms of being adrift are more compelling in Lebanon because ordinary citizens feel estranged from and abandoned by an inept political culture which remains indifferent to their vital everyday needs. The political system has been for some time now obsessively focused (often ad nauseam) on issues exclusively concerned with peace accords, conflict resolution, electoral and constitutional reforms, political succession, the formation of so-called ‘national unity’ governments and, as of late, political confessionalism. Hence, the seemingly more elusive but vital problems associated with qualities of the good life, and how to safeguard ties of civility, trust, decency and the enrichment of the aesthetic and cultural legacy of society, are either trivialized or overlooked.


Being adrift is exacerbated further by the modes of collective adaptation the Lebanese have been employing to cope with all its derivative anomalies. The society appears today, perhaps more than any other earlier interlude, engrossed in two seemingly inconsistent, often irresistible, forms of false consciousness. First, a growing segment of the population is seeking shelter in religiosity, communalism or in cloistered groups and self-enclosed defensive spatial identities. Second, even larger portions are finding refuge and temporary relief in the hyped and seductive appeals of mass consumerism, image-making and self-representation.


In the former, as seen in the greater participation in religious rituals, festivals and mass commemoration, confessional and sectarian loyalties are politicized and reduced to symbolic statements. In this sense religiosity is no longer a spiritual longing to find redemption in a deity or divine savior. Instead, it assumes revivalist and assertive bigotry and intolerance of the other. In the latter, consumerism as an enabling venue to fulfill basic human needs is debased and degenerated into a compulsion. As a result virtually no entity today – from the sacred to the profane – can escape being commodified. To allay the fears of remaining adrift, the sacred, as will be seen, is often profaned and the profane is sacralized by worshiping consumer fads, celebrities, brands and logos.


In more mundane and prosaic terms, Lebanon seems to be caught in a pernicious ‘catch 22’. At many levels, the very enabling forces which are supposed to offer the ordinary Lebanese social support, coherence and autonomy are also the forces which disable him, undermining his civility and sense of well-being. The formation and deformation of Lebanon are rooted, as it were, in the same forces. At the micro level, one’s salvation and victimization are by-products of the same realities. It is in this sense that religiosity and consumerism become forms of false consciousness. They give individuals shelter but mute their sensibilities and dampen their feelings of outrage. Hence, the two most pervasive and defining features of contemporary Lebanon – profaned religiosity and sacralized consumerism – are more likely to exacerbate and reproduce the state of being adrift rather than allay it.


Finally, one cannot overlook the role of the new media and information technologies in accentuating the unsettling symptoms of these disparities. This is most visible today in Lebanon in the way the media is stylizing and romanticizing the products being merchandized. Prior to the advent of the mega-conglomerates, when production of news, culture, sports and entertainment was moderate and reasonable, the average consumer had limited chances to desire material objects beyond his reach. Today, he is taken hostage, or at least at the mercy of the relentless disparity between stimulated and hyped desires and his inability to reach them.


Naturally, Emile Durkheim, and the succession of scholars who reformulated his classical treatment of anomie, reminds us that it is a socio-cultural and not a psychological predisposition. In other words, it is society, through its aggressive and scintillating marketing campaigns, which whets people’s appetites but fails to provide the necessary restraints on exuberant commodification. As will be shown, nothing is spared. Once intimate, modest and understated family and communal celebrations fall victim to such spectacles of excessive display. In the process some of the inviting features of genuine authenticity, conviviality and simplicity inherent in such gatherings – always sources of well-being equity and solidarity – are now banalized and kitsched-up.


Is Lebanon irrevocably doomed because it has been unable, at repeated interludes in its checkered history, to contain or reverse some of the disquieting symptoms of being adrift? Being adrift, it should be borne in mind, is essentially a transitory condition, a state of limbo or liminality. Though it conjures up images of being aimless, drifting without any purposive or willed direction or destination, it is nonetheless a state of travel. It is not unlike the intuitive aphorism of Robert Louis Stevenson when he tells us that ‘to travel hopefully is better than to arrive’. The condition of liminality also evokes the tenuous experience of being between traveling and settling. Hence, it is also characterized by ambiguity, indeterminacy but also openness to new encounters. As such, normal limits to thought and self-understanding are suspended and relaxed. Mass events – ceremonies, collective celebrations, even sport events, cultural artistic festivals – are said to create such liminal experiences. They could become transcending sources of collective inspiration and mobilization and hence serve to redirect creative energies into more optimal directions.


Two other perspectives come to mind when we consider some of the redemptive features of being adrift: K.W. Wolf’s metaphor of ‘Surrender and Catch’ (1995) and Edward Said’s ‘Potentate and the Traveler’ (2000). In the former Wolf implies that only when we are released from ordinary and customary routines and fixed constraints do we become able to catch new possibilities. Likewise, to Said, the image of the traveler, unlike the potentate who must guard only one place and defend its frontiers, is more mobile and playful.


The image of traveler depends not on power but on motion, on a willingness to go into different worlds, use different idioms, and understand a variety of disguises, masks, and rhetoric. Travelers must suspend the claim of customary routine in order to live in new rhythms and rituals. Most of all, and most unlike the potentate who must guard only one place and defend its frontiers, the traveler crosses over, traverses territory, and abandons fixed positions, all the time. (Said, 2000: 404)


ON METAPHORS AND ‘IDEAL TYPES’


All metaphors and ‘ideal types’, like any other figures of speech, involve some inevitable distortions of reality. They rarely tell the whole truth. Though I am labeling Lebanon as being ‘adrift’, other elusive expressions – a ‘playground’, a society of ‘spectacle’, ‘Janus-like’ – are still relevant and informative to this undertaking. Certainly more so, in my view, than the hackneyed labels that have been attached to Lebanon over the years: both the redeeming and the pejorative. The former make it seem like a privileged creation, a ‘success story’ suffused with unmatched resilience, and natural endowments or the ‘Switzerland’ or ‘Paris’ of the Middle East. The latter admonish it with all the epitaph-like slurs which suggest that Lebanon is no more than a congenitally flawed or artificial entity bent on self-destruction. Since it is beyond understanding or cure, some have gone further to propose that, like any pathological organism, the most one can do is to ‘quarantine’ or contain it lest it contaminate others.


Such denigrating labels are quick to resurface whenever Lebanon lapses into another round of factional fighting or serial political assassinations. Indeed, ‘Lebanization’ has by now been reduced to an ugly metaphor indiscriminately employed by sensational journalistic accounts and media soundbites. At times it is no more than an allegoric figure of speech, a trite cliché, a mere byword to conjure up images of the grotesque and unspoken.


These, and other hidden abominations, are pardonable. The most injurious, however, is when the label is reduced to a fiendish prop without emotion, a mere foil to evoke the anguish of others. When cataloguing the horrors of Lebanon at a time when it was still newsworthy on American TV (i.e. 1985–92), I kept a ledger of the times this indignant label popped up compulsively in a set of random but dreaded circumstances: a fireman fighting a blaze in Philadelphia, the anguish of an AIDS victim, a jogger facing the fearful prospects of Manhattan’s Central Park, survivors of a train crash, dejected Vietnamese ‘boat people’, evacuees from China, the frenzy of delirious masses mourning Khomeini’s death, looting and the chaos in the wake of the Los Angeles earthquake, a shooting rampage of a crazed spree-killer, even the anguish and perplexing bewilderment on the face and demeanor of a psychopath was described by a noted American psychiatrist as if his subject was deranged by the cruelties of war in Lebanon.


At times the pejorative codeword spilled over to include natural catastrophes: fires, earthquakes, hurricanes and the like, and the damage they inflict on vulnerable and defenseless people. Even wanton acts of bestiality, the hapless victims of anomie, entropy and other symptoms of collective terror and fear are also epitomized as analogs to life in Lebanon (see Khalaf, 2002: 10).


Tabloids and sensational image-makers may be forgiven these epithets. Scholars, sadly, continue to appropriate the label. Indeed, considering the growing amount of scholarly writing which readily invokes ‘Lebanization’ or ‘Lebanonization’, it has now entered part of the regular lexicon of social science terminology. Larousse, the prominent French dictionary, might have well been the first when, in 1991, it introduced ‘Libanisation’ formally into the French language to mean ‘procès de fragmentation d’un État, résultant de l’affrontement entre diverses communautés’ (process of fragmentation of a state, as a result of confrontation between diverse communities). Larousse goes further to suggest that the term might be considered as an alternate to ‘balkanization’, to capture more graphically the collapse and dismemberment of the ‘Eastern Bloc’ in the wake of the Cold War.


James Gillian, in his wide-ranging work on violence, singles out Lebanon (Beirut in particular) – along with the atrocities committed by Hitler, Stalin, Idi Amin, Saddam Hussein, Kamikaze pilots, the Baader-Meinhof Gang, the Red Brigades and the victimization of innocents in Belfast, Bosnia and Bogata – as illustrative ‘of the most horrendously destructive of human life around the world in this century’ (Gillian, 1996: 95). Rupesinghe does not remain at this broad narrative level. He goes further, to accord ‘Lebanization’ the attribute of a concept to refer to ‘situations where the state has lost control of law and order and where many armed groups are contending to power’ (Rupesinghe, 1992: 26).


Even serious scholars could not resist the allure of the metaphor. The most revealing, perhaps, is the way William Harris has chosen to use the label in his book on sectarian conflict and globalization in Lebanon (Harris, 1997). In fact, the distinction he makes between the ‘Lebanization’ of the 1980s and that of the 1990s informs the guiding thesis of his work. The former referred to ‘sectarian strife and temporary cantonization at a time of global transition’. Lebanon then attracted attention as an ‘extreme case of regime multiplied across Eurasia’ (Harris, 1997: 6). Lebanonization of the 1990 ushers in a new threat. Extreme and militant Shi‘ites, by becoming the most potent political force, ‘represented the principal extension of the Iranian revolution in the Arab world’. Hizbullah quickly acquires its international bogeyman image and ‘Lebanonization’ begins to signify ‘a black hole of destruction and terror’ (Harris, 1997: 7).


These and other such characterizations – particularly those which either exaggerate the innate character of Lebanon’s internal divisions and dislocations or those which view it as a victim of external sources of instability – are naturally too generic and misleading. They do not capture or elucidate the rich diversity and complexities of the country’s encounters with collective unrest and postwar anxieties. Nor do they do justice to some of the peculiar pathologies and circumstances associated with Lebanon’s entrapment in that ravaging spiral of protracted and unappeased hostility and the uncertainties of global consumerism.


The metaphors and ‘ideal types’ I am proposing to use have nothing in common with this derisive name-calling. In his seminal work on ‘liquidity’ in contemporary society, Zygmunt Bauman (2000) makes intuitive use of Max Weber’s ‘ideal types’ to elucidate the meaning of liquidity and its implications for understanding an endless inventory of human phenomena, ranging from modernity, love, fear and risk to waste and consumerism. He maintains, much like Weber and others who make use of such constructs, that ‘ideal types’ are not descriptions of social reality; nor are they snapshots or facsimiles of the real world. Rather, they are attempts to construct models of its essential elements which can help in rendering the otherwise scattered and chaotic evidence of experience more intelligible. Hence, ideal types are not merely descriptions of social reality but the tools for its analysis and, hopefully, its comprehension. In this manner they help us in making more sense of the world out there. To achieve that purpose, Bauman maintains that they ‘deliberately postulate more homogeneity, consistency and logic in the empirical social world than daily experience makes visible and allows us to grasp’ (Bauman, 2007: 23).


Bauman is keen to remind us that most, if not all, concepts conventionally used in the social sciences – like ‘capitalism’, ‘feudalism’, ‘democracy’, even ‘society’, ‘community’ or ‘family’ – have the status of an ideal type. In line with Weber, if properly constructed, they are not only useful, but also indispensable, cognitive tools for throwing light on certain aspects of social reality (for further details, see Weber, 1947: 110). They are indispensable because they ‘leave in the shade some other aspects considered to be of lesser or only of random relevance to the essential, necessary traits of a particular form of life’ (Bauman, 2007: 27). Bauman uses Weber’s analytical tools to construct his own ideal types of a ‘society of consumers’, ‘consumerism’ and ‘consumer culture’.


Beyond Bauman’s use of ideal types as tools to ‘see with’ and to be ‘thought’ within his analysis of liquidity and consumerism, other classical conceptions can also help in grasping the notion of being adrift. Georg Simmel’s (2004) ‘stranger’ in a dense, impersonal and pecuniary metropolis assumes a ‘blasé’ attitude. To survive, in other words, the city-dweller needs to ‘blunt his discrimination’. Hence, one merely ‘floats in a constantly moving stream of money’. To Simmel the ‘blasé’ person is also riddled with symptoms of ‘melancholy’. This, as will be elaborated, becomes the generic affliction of the consumer. In Simmel’s analysis it stands for the built-in transitoriness and, hence, objects become contrived and simply drift over. This is also close to how we are employing Debord’s metaphor of the ‘spectacle’, which above all stands for not being attached to anything specific or concrete. Interestingly, Rolland Munro in his work on ‘Melancholy and the Follies of Modernization’ reconciles the insights of Simmel, Debord and Bauman. He argues that, because of the infinity of connections in modern society, the ‘melancholic is hooked up to nothing. In short, it refers to a form without substance’ (Munro, 2005: 282).


Altogether then, metaphors like spectacle, playground, as analytical constructs serve us well since they give us a measuring rod to ascertain similarities as well as deviations in the concrete cases associated with being adrift. Also ideal types in no way imply that they subscribe to moral ideals. In fact, they are fairly neutral and consider both the enabling and disabling features of the problems being investigated.



OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK



Chapter 1, largely theoretical in character, revisits some of the salient perspectives on civil unrest and collective violence. The intention is to extract and account for some of the defining attributes of proxy wars and surrogate victimization. Under what circumstances and why, it will be asked, are ordinary forms of socio-economic and political protests deflected into more belligerent violence? How and why, in other words, was Lebanon transformed into a killing field for other people’s wars? More graphically, why do the Lebanese throughout their encounters with collective violence end up killing not those they wanted to kill but those they could kill? Equally distressing, why has the resort to violence had no effect on redressing the imbalances in society or transforming the country’s confessional and communal loyalties into more civic entities germane to a nation-state?


In answering these queries, I single out seven rather unusual but distinct features which account for the protracted and displaced character of civil unrest. Inferences are also advanced to suggest how they are likely to affect the state of adrift. First, and perhaps most striking, circumstances which initiate or impel oppressed or marginalized groups to resort to political violence are not necessarily those which sustain their mobilization or inform the direction, character and outcome of conflict. For example, all three peasant uprisings in Mount Lebanon in the nineteenth century were initially incited by a sense of collective consciousness and concern for justice and public welfare. Yet, at one point or another, they were all deflected into confessional hostilities. As this happens the struggles acquire a life of their own, unrelated to the original conditions which might have propelled them.


Second, another curious anomaly associated with the first, the circumstances in a country’s socio-economic and cultural history heighten and radicalize communal identities. This is emblematic of another ‘catch-22’ in that the communal identities which conventionally serve as vital sources of support and venues of welfare, benefits and privileging networks are transformed (or deformed) into belligerent vectors for radicalization. Once again, in other words, the enabling and disabling features are rooted in the same socio-cultural realities. As will be amplified, it is understandable why traumatized and threatened groups should seek shelter in communal solidarities. But as they do so, fear, paranoia and distance from the other are heightened and, thereby, compound the intensity of enmity and hostility.


Third, the interplay between internal dislocations and external pressures has also not been an auspicious or neutral phenomenon. Western incursions, willfully or otherwise, have always contributed to socio-economic dislocations and political instability. This was most visible in the diplomatic role foreign powers played in the formulation of successive settlement schemes. In virtually all episodes of collective strife – communal hostilities and peasant uprisings in Mount Lebanon, the civil war of 1958 and the extended civil unrest of 1975–92 – foreign intervention almost always touched off renewed outbreaks of civil unrest and political violence. Dipping into the rich sources of diplomatic history and international studies (e.g. Gerges, 1997; Korbani, 1991; Arkali, 1993; Hanf, 1993), persuasive evidence is marshaled in support of this thesis. For example, Henry Kissinger’s disengagement diplomacy as the war broke out in Lebanon and his subsequent step-by-step approach actually increased the prospects of proxy wars. More recently, the unsettling by-products of unresolved regional and global rivalries – Arab–Israeli conflict, nascent Islamophobia and Islamic militancy in the aftermath of 9/11, global struggle between the US and Iran, etc. – have all had a definitive impact on the pattern and intensity of conflict.


Fourth, employing the distinction James Rule (1988) makes between consumatory and instrumental violence, one is able to throw further light on how violence became domesticated and routinized. In one respect there is much to substantiate the ‘consumatory’ or expressive type of collective strife, the kind impelled and sustained by group solidarity, in which the sharing of emancipatory excitement and the frenzy of agitated gatherings are pronounced. In other words, the sheer ardor and devotion to collective struggle becomes the glue which cements people together. In other respects, one also encounters evidence to support what Rule labels ‘instrumental’ violence. Here the insurgents are not only incited by the impulse to correct injustices and seek some respite from abuse and marginalization. They are also driven by a utilitarian desire to secure basic amenities and material rewards.


Fifth, Lebanon remains adrift largely because – as the explicit title of the chapter suggests – it is gripped by two aberrant features of hostility: it is displaced and protracted. The two aspects feed on each other and, thereby, exacerbate the pathological consequences of each. This is understandable. I take my hint from the seminal work of Rene Girard (1977), who tells us that when grievances and feelings of anger are not pacified, agitated groups are prone to release their unappeased hostility on any accessible and vulnerable target. Episodes of protracted strife in Lebanon are replete with such instances of displaced violence. In the language of Girard, innocent victims just happened to be there: ‘vulnerable and close at hand’. Concrete evidence will be provided from all interludes of civil unrest to substantiate this proxy and surrogate character of victimization. For example, Syrian forces in the early stages of the war (1975–7) were in combat with Christian militias or Palestinian fighters. Neither though were their ostensible enemies. In this regard, they should have been fighting either the Israeli or Iraqi forces. Yet neither of those regional powers was vulnerable or close at hand.


Sixth, the prosaic distinction between ‘horizontal’ and ‘vertical’ divisions will be introduced here to shed further light on the circumstances that radicalize communal identities. ‘Horizontal’ socio-economic disputes, though aroused by embittered feelings of injustice, loss of status, material advantage and privilege, are likely to remain less militant unless deflected into confessional or communal hostility. ‘Vertical’ divisions, on the other hand, particularly when engendered by communal and sectarian loyalties, are threatened by more compelling and existential issues such as the loss of freedom, identity, autonomy and heritage. In the language of Theodor Hanf (1995) it is then that the conflict shifts from a struggle over divisible goods to indivisible principles. As this happens, the intensity of violence is bound to become more savage and, hence, the prospects for resolving the conflict peacefully all the more remote. Expressed more concretely, struggles over the former (that is, divisible goods) normally involve contests of distributive justice as to who gets what and how much. Such struggles, as I have argued elsewhere (Khalaf, 2002), are bound to be contained and ‘civil’ in character. It is when they spill over, as they often do, into primordial and confessional rivalries (that is, indivisible principles), those based in the ingrained kinship sentiments of kinship, community, faith and creed, that they are bound to become bloodier.


Finally, Lebanon remains adrift because in its prolonged and recurrent encounters with collective violence, and despite the ferocity of the wars, none ever ended, or was permitted to end, with a clear victor or vanquished. Indeed, and with the intercession of foreign emissaries, hostilities were redressed by short-lived cease-fires or abortive political settlements (Khalaf, 2010). Comparative evidence, as will be shown, is not very encouraging in this regard. In at least six other instances of civil unrest (Colombia, Zimbabwe, Greece, Yemen, Sudan, Nigeria and the American Civil War), when conflict is primarily communal or ethnic in character, the likelihood of a negotiated peaceful settlement becomes very slim. There must be, in other words, a victor or a vanquished before combatants begin to consider negotiation.


Chapter 2 shifts the analysis to issues of collective memory, contested space and attempts to forge new cultural identities. Vital as these issues are, they have not been given the focused and critical attention they deserve. How much and what of the past needs to be retained or restored? By whom and for whom? In Lebanon these are particularly pertinent questions on which, as we shall see, there is no consensus. Some are inclined to argue that any sense of amnesia is a dreaded condition to be resisted. Others, in view of the atrocious recollections of the war, are more likely to maintain that, without an opportunity to forget, the prospects for accord and coexistence are slim. Within this context the chapter explores a few dimensions which have some implications for the liminal and elusive state of being adrift.


First, some of the most striking spatial transformations will be highlighted to better understand the interplay between space, memory and how territorial identities are being redefined by the spatial logic of war. Second, given what I term the ‘geography of fear’, an effort is made to identify how various communities are reacting to some of the global forces presumed to undermine their local identities. Given the re-emergence of the Bourj as a vibrant and cosmopolitan public sphere, I will review its eventful transformations to elucidate further how it managed to reconcile local, regional and global incursions to reinforce its predisposition to experiment with divergent lifestyles. Finally, under the rubric of the ‘mediating agencies of social forgetting’, I consider some of the poignant dilemmas the Lebanese are facing today in their efforts to recall all the atrocities of the war without sanitizing or lessening their horrors.


In Chapter 3 we begin to focus on what is singled out as one of the defining, often aberrant, features of contemporary Lebanon: the unprecedented surge in mass consumerism, particularly its stylized, sensational and hedonistic features. Normally, postwar interludes are expected to invite moods of moderation, introspection and restraint. By stark contrast, they have unleashed the opposite conditions in Lebanon. The passions for consumption, acquisitiveness and display have become so irresistible that they stand out today as some of the most compelling and coveted cultural features. Indeed, and not unlike the experience of Euro-American societies, consumerism has been transformed into commodification, where marketable goods and services are substituted for personal relationships, cultural, artistic expressions and other sources of well-being and identity. In short, and hence one of the leitmotifs of this chapter, ‘it is in acquiring, using and exchanging things that individuals come to have social lives’.


With this in mind, the chapter is in two parts. An attempt is made first, briefly and eclectically, to identify a few promising theoretical perspectives from the rich and growing volume of literature on consumerism (from Veblen, Durkheim, Simmel to Goffman, Bourdieu, Bauman and Giddens) to account for some of the striking manifestations of the changing character of consumerism. To substantiate the link between cosmopolitanism and commodification, the bulk of the chapter focuses on three interludes in Beirut’s epochal history: its swift urbanization by the end of the nineteenth century as an entrepôt and epicenter of banking and trade, the concomitant emergence of the early symptoms of merchandizing, and the gadgetry of modern consumerism and marketing. It is then, for example, that department stores like Orosdi-Back became precursors of global franchises for upscale and elite consumerism.


By the early decades of the twentieth century emancipated youth started to discover the novelty and marvels of the cinema as an accessible form of public entertainment. Unlike other cities in the Levant, cinemas in Beirut were not contested forms of leisure. Indeed, by the 1940s the proliferation of movie theaters was so striking that they overwhelmed the cityscape of Beirut. More important, as will be seen, as a popular pastime movie attendance had significant proletarian and gender implications. It was the one public form of entertainment which drew together diverse status groups. It also prodded women to defy customary inhibitions which restricted their appearance in public venues. Finally, with the proliferation of other venues for self-expression, in the two decades preceding Lebanon’s descent into civil unrest (also the country’s golden/gilded age), different groups of all persuasions and backgrounds started to experiment with new ideas and lifestyles. The nascent patterns of consumerism remained largely restrained, participative and convivial in character.


During the past few years, Beirut has become unrivaled in being the marketing, media and graphic design capital of the Arab world. The proliferation of new media – with the latest state-of-the-art technologies – has had a profound effect, accentuating both the seductive appeal and pitfalls of consumerism. Chapter 4 considers first some of the relevant conceptual perspectives to elucidate the impact of marketing on mass consumerism. As will be demonstrated, nothing is spared commodification: from the secular features of Lebanon’s political culture, resistance movements, popular entertainment to the deepest and most intimate character of communal and family life. This is most evident in the thriving of the sex industry, the prevalence of sensuality and the commercialization of religion and spirituality.


The chapter then, and in more concrete details, substantiates textually and graphically the merchandizing strategies Lebanese entrepreneurs are employing in transforming consumers into commodities. The marketing of six basic amenities and public needs are exposed: buying a home, cosmetics, fashions, entertainment, nightlife and religious tourism. The basic premise of the chapter is that the more exuberant the marketing strategies in the promises they make, the more delusional they are. Hence, they are destined to embody an inevitable dissonance between their extravagant claims and what they objectively deliver. The ordinary Lebanese consumer is, as a consequence, doomed to a condition of constant seeking without fulfillment.


In Chapter 5 we consider two extreme by-products of excessive commodification and global consumerism: the spectacle and kitsch. As in earlier chapters, the basic premise here is that some of the very sources which accounted for Lebanon’s openness, malleability and cosmopolitan character and which rendered it more receptive in fostering cultural experimentation, also brought with them some of the disheartening symptoms of the spectacle and kitsch. These manifestations are becoming increasingly visible in an obsessive concern with image-making, virtual and artificial commodification and debasement of cultural products. More important, it is argued that their special appeals as forms of false consciousness are inherent in their ability to shelter traumatized groups from the realities of being adrift. The chapter dwells on some recent riveting public events to demonstrate how they are kitsched-up and deformed into spectacles.


Chapter 6 is devoted to a consideration of some of the likely alternatives to a commodified consumer society and the prospects for transforming the consumer into a citizen. The chapter first recaptures some of the basic arguments of the book with special emphasis on the circumstances associated with the paradigm shift in consumerism as seen in the preponderance of commodification, mindless hedonism and the longing for glamour, luxury, sensuality and image-making. Rather than seeking answers in the incursion of petro-dollars and the so-called irresistible and homogenizing forces of globalization, we focus instead on manifestations of hybridity, eclecticism and glocalization, where global consumer items are rearranged to render them more amenable to local needs.


I then employ the metaphor of a playground which, in my view, is a realistic and judicious label to capture some of Lebanon’s distinctive but anomalous features. It is certainly more meaningful than the hackneyed and binary clichés which either celebrate the country as a dazzling and inviting place or malign it as a flawed and foreboding entity; that is, a perennial battleground for other people’s wars or a lascivious place of sexual abandon and ephemeral pleasures. The chapter identifies five features of a playground which epitomize Lebanon’s seemingly lopsided and Janus-like character. In all those features – such as the country’s laissez-faire ethos, the spirit of gamesmanship, conviviality and the spectacle – we find many of the enabling and disabling attributes of a playground as a metaphor. It helps us to elucidate Lebanon’s ‘success story’ and those which render it more vulnerable to all the internal and external contradictions.


In other words, though some of the symptoms of commodification – particularly visible in excessive commercialization mass and popular culture and conspicuous leisure – are becoming more salient in Lebanon, they are not the colonizing, pathological and sinister demons they are often made out to be. The concluding chapter also dwells on some recent promising examples, mostly the venues of advocacy and civic-consciousness groups and NGOs (e.g. Green Party, Consumer’s Lebanon, Transparency International, the Youth Association for Social Awareness and non-corporate architecture), which provide alternatives to commodification and shelter ordinary citizens from being deformed or denatured into duped consumers.


Finally, the parting thoughts of our epilogue leave us with a few promising and enabling inferences. Foremost, it questions the prevailing and essentialist perspective which posits a binary relation between the assumed seductive and manipulative merchandizing forces and the so-called docile and gullible consumer. Neither are the forces of commodification that irresistible, nor are the Lebanese consumers that pliant and undiscerning. It is also in this sense that the state of being adrift which currently besets Lebanon need not be treated as a perpetual or irredeemable condition of aimless wandering. Nor are all its symptoms aberrant and dismaying. When its impulsive and excessive features are contained, this liminal state of surrender and wandering may well prove to be rejuvenating. At least it carries the prospect, remote as it may seem, of averting some of the bleak destinations ahead.





Chapter 1



On Protracted and Displaced


Collective Violence


When unappeased, violence seeks and always finds a surrogate victim. The creature that excited its fury is abruptly replaced by another, chosen only because it is vulnerable and close at hand.


(René Girard, Violence and the Sacred, 1977)


The animus was always the same: Whether nation, province, or city, whether religion, class or culture – the more one loved one’s own, the more one was entitled to hate the other ... Through the centuries politicians had exploited this human trait. In the knowledge that hatred can be cultivated with a purpose, they constructed enemies in order to bolster domestic concord.


(Peter Gay, The Cultivation of Hatred,1993)


In cases where conflict is primarily of an ethnic, communal character in contrast to those provoked by economic and/or political issues, the likelihood of a negotiated non-belligerent resolution becomes very slim. Indeed, all communal wars end in blood. There must be a victor and a vanquished before combatants begin to consider negotiation.


(Jay Kaplan, ‘Victors and Vanquished’, 1980)


Lebanon’s perilous and extended encounters with collective violence continue to invite a relentless output of speculative writing, both scholarly and journalistic. Despite its diversity, and much like the broader and conventional literature on civil unrest, the output converges on a set of recurrent themes. In fact, one can identify five general perspectives, which have gained currency during the past two decades or so, in accounting for the sources and patterns of political violence.


First, some scholars focus on the fragmented character of political culture in new states in transition. The voluminous output of scholars like Huntington (1993), Eisenstadt (1966), Pye (1966), Apter (1965), Geertz (1968), Deutsch (1961), Black (1966), Shils (1965), Lerner (1958) etc, particularly during the 1960s, consisted mostly of efforts to elucidate the dialectical relationship between fragmentation and political instability. Fragmentation is, on the whole, treated here as a by-product of both traditional divisive and segmental loyalties or the asymmetrical growth and cultural differentiation generated by processes of development and modernization. Hence, vertical and horizontal divisions, particularly in plural societies like Lebanon, are prone to pull the society apart and threaten the delicate balance of forces. In short, fragmentation generates political unrest which, in turn, accentuates the cleavages in society.


Second, there are those who, armed with dependency theory and conspiracy models, advance some version of ‘inside–outside’ polemics. Internal disparities, the argument goes, prompt threatened and dispossessed groups to seek external patronage. External forces, through direct forms of foreign intervention, growing dependence on world markets or patronage of local client groups, produce pronounced shifts in the relative socio-economic and political positions of the various religious communities. These dislocations almost always touch off renewed outbreaks of civil unrest and political violence.


Virtually all peasant uprisings and communal hostilities in Mount Lebanon during the second half of the nineteenth century, much like the civil war of 1958, were replete with the escalating disruptive consequences of such ‘inside–outside’ dialectics. This polemic became sharper and more devastating during the extended hostilities of 1975–92. More recently the adverse by-products of unresolved regional and global rivalries – such as nascent Islamophobia and Islamic militancy in the wake of 9/11, the global struggle between the US and Iran and its implications in precipitating and compounding the intensity of hostility between pro and anti Syrian and Iranian factions and the inveterate belligerent Israel and Palestinian resistance factions – have all had a decisive impact on the pattern and intensity of collective violence.


Third, drawing upon theories of cognitive dissonance and relative deprivation – as expounded by Festinger (1957), Gurr (1980), Feierabend and Feierabend (1966) and others – this group of scholars tends to focus instead on the socio-psychological strains generated by the growing gaps and disparities between aspirations and opportunities. One of the most celebrated versions of this perspective is, of course, that of relative deprivation, treated here in terms of the group’s perception of a discrepancy between what they believe they are legitimately entitled to get, and their estimation of what they are actually able to receive under existing conditions. According to this analysis, feelings of relative deprivation will produce anger and frustration, which in turn will trigger violent action. This is inevitably compounded by the inherent dissonance between subjective perception and objective conditions.


Fourth, and by contrast, theories of so-called ‘collective action’ are more inclined to argue that what matters is not so much that people have grievances and unmet needs, but rather that they possess the political resources which will enable them to translate their discontent into action. Noted examples here are Tilly (1978), Hirschman (1970) and Moore (1966), who in much of their research concentrate on the conditions conducive to the mobilization of groups and their predisposition to participate in collective action.


Finally, a growing number of scholars in recent years have shifted their concern to the analysis of the impact of rapid urbanization on domestic political violence. Particular emphasis here is placed on the revolutionary potential of the urban poor and ‘urban marginals’, and the impact of communal networks on the pattern and intensity of civil strife. Theoretical reformulations by Tilly (1978), Bienen (1984) and Wilson (1992), among others, reinforced by empirical surveys in regions undergoing rapid urbanization, are beginning to reveal some telling but inconsistent trends. For example, while the survival of communal networks in Latin American and African cities has been generally associated with the reduction in the incidence of political violence, preliminary results from a selected number of Middle Eastern cities provide evidence to the contrary (Karpat on Turkey, Kazemi on Iran, Ibrahim on Egypt and Khalaf and Denoeux on Lebanon).


Instructive as such analyses have been, they are predominantly concerned with the inception and etiology of civil unrest. Consequently, they have had little to say about (1) why violence has been sustained, (2) the forms and intensity it has assumed or (3) how people cope with chronic unrest and unsettled times. At least in the case of Lebanon, the exercise has become rather futile; at best a laborious and painful elaboration of the obvious. For example, it is quite common for a pluralistic society like Lebanon to display a high propensity for violence. The lack of political integration in new states has, after all, been cited over and over again as a major cause, indeed a prerequisite for violence. One could, likewise, write volumes about the destabilizing impact of the presence of Syrians, Palestinians and Israelis, or the unresolved regional and superpower rivalries, without adding much to what we know already.


What is, however, unusual is the persistence, growing intensity and shifting targets of hostility. By the early 1990s, in fact, the conflict was fractured even further as inter-communal rivalries degenerated into intraconfessional hostilities. The ecology of violence, reinforced by all the psychological barriers of restructured enmities, began to assume more intensive forms as street and quarter in-fighting displaced and/or compounded the earlier communal violence. Hence, much of the former characterization of the initial stages of civil unrest – ‘Christian versus Muslim’, ‘right versus left’ – generally became outmoded. It clearly does not help in accounting for the upsurge in the level of hostility between Sunnis and Shi‘ites, Druze and Shi‘ites, Kurds and Shi‘ites, Palestinians and Shi‘ites, Maronites and Armenians ... or between Maronites and Maronites. Indeed, by the early 1990s victims and casualties of intraconfessional violence had started to outnumber those generated by intersectarian or inter-religious hostility.


Doubtless, the most menacing was the displaced and surrogate character of violence and victimization. As the hostility degenerated into internecine fighting between fractious groups, combatants were often trapped in localized turf wars where they ended up taking vengeance on almost anyone, including their own kinsmen. This is, clearly, the most perfidious feature of the incivility of violence. Fighters were killing not those they wanted to kill but those they could kill. In repeated episodes of such in-group hostility, wanton killing was the bloodiest in terms of its victimization of innocent bystanders.


Considerations of this sort, along with all the other ruinous manifestations of civil unrest, clearly suggest that violence has become counterproductive and self-defeating. Contrary to what is often suggested, it has had little to do with the rebirth or recovery of justice and virtue, which are unlikely to rescue Lebanon from its deepening crisis and transform it into a secular and more civic social order. I take my cue here from Hannah Arendt (1958) who has suggested that the practice of violence, like all action, changes the world, but the most probable change is to a more violent world.


Expressed in more explicit political terms, the resort to violence has had little effect so far on (1) redressing the gaps and imbalances in society, or (2) transforming Lebanon’s communal and confessional loyalties and institutions into more civic entities typical of a nation-state.


Yet, renewed cycles of violence went on unabated. Though Lebanon is often dubbed as an instance of ‘low-intensity conflict’, violence began to assume all the aberrant manifestations of endemic and autistic hostility. Unlike other encounters with civil unrest, which are often swift, decisive and localized, and where a sizeable part of the population could remain sheltered from its traumatizing impact, the Lebanese experience has been much more protracted and diffuse. The savagery of violence was also compounded by its randomness. In this sense, there is hardly a Lebanese today who is exempt from these atrocities either directly or vicariously. Violence and terror touched virtually everyone. It was everywhere and nowhere. It was everywhere because it could no longer be confined to one specific area or a few combatants. It was nowhere because it could not be identified or linked to one concrete cause. Recurring cycles or episodes of violence erupted, faded and resurfaced for no recognized or coherent reason.


The warring communities also locked themselves into a dependent relationship with violence and chronic conflict became both protracted and insoluble. Personal memories and recollections of the war, which for a while became an appealing genre of literary writing, reveal how perceiving and coping with the ugly everyday episodes of the war were domesticated and routinized. It is then that violence became both protracted and insoluble. It was also then that it was sustained by a pervasive feeling of helplessness, demoralization and obsessive dependency on external patrons and foreign brokers.


Within such a context, it became more instructive to shift the analysis from the partial and almost exclusive concern with the etiology of violence and extend it to incorporate those features that sustain and escalate the belligerency. Only by so doing can we begin to understand fully some of the socio-psychological and cultural attributes of protracted violence and, more importantly, suggest possible courses of action or strategies to constrain its aberrant consequences.


More specifically, this shift in concern from the initiating to the sustaining factors accompanying protracted conflict can help us better in elucidating at least two distinctive features of civil unrest in Lebanon: (1) the tendency for both pluralism and violence to become more pathological, and (2) the existence of ideologies of enmity through which warring communities reinvent strategies for mutual debasement and demonization to rationalize acts of aggression, particularly when the victims of that aggression might well be their own co-religionists or groups they coexisted with previously.


When we extend our concerns to those features which sustain and escalate the intensity of hostility, then we must part company with some of the conventional perspectives and consider other sources and paradigms more appropriate for the analysis of such overlooked features of protracted conflict. Fortunately I discovered, as seen in the rich and diverse sources I consulted, a rather substantial volume of writing which could be more imaginatively applied to the instances of communal conflict under study.


Since I am assuming a dialectical interplay between the reassertion of communal identities and heightened magnitude of collective strife, it is necessary that the three persisting features underlying this interplay be explored. Indeed, these features stand out, perhaps, as the defining elements in Lebanon’s checkered political history: (1) the reawakening of primordial identities, (2) foreign intervention, and (3) the escalation of protracted violence. I have elsewhere (Khalaf, 2002) identified and accounted for how the unresolved regional and global rivalries have contributed to the protraction and escalation of conflict and the reassertion of communal solidarities. The aim here is to document a few of the persisting features underlying the survival of communal loyalties, particularly those aspects of Lebanon’s ‘retribalization’ exacerbated by the inside–outside dialectics. How and under what circumstances, to be more concrete, are communal loyalties radicalized?


By focusing on different episodes – ranging from peasant uprisings, factional feuds, ‘class’ and ideological struggles to other intermittent incidents of civil strife – it is possible to elucidate how, regardless of their origins and overt manifestations, they are all transformed (or deformed) into sectarian hostility. It is also then, as will be seen, that the conflict becomes bloodier, uncivil and more mired into the tangled world of foreign intervention.


For purposes of analysis, three different layers or magnitudes of violence are identified. There is first social strife, the product largely of socio-economic disparities, asymmetrical development, ideological rivalries, relative deprivation and feelings of neglect and dispossession. These, normally, are non-militant in character and express themselves in contentious but non-belligerent forms of social protest and political mobilization. Second, if the socio-economic disparities persist and the resulting hostilities are unappeased, particularly if accompanied by feelings of threatened communal legacy and confessional loyalties, conflict and discord are inclined to become more militant and bellicose. It is here that social discord is transformed into communal violence; or in the words of Bouyer-Bell (1987) that the civil strife passes the point of no return into civil war. Finally, civil violence is not, or does not always remain, ‘civil’. When inflamed by atavism or reawakened communalism, enmity and deep-seated suspicion of the ‘other’, internecine feuds and unresolved regional and global conflicts, collective violence could readily degenerate further into the incivility of proxy war and surrogate victimization. It is here that violence acquires its own inherent self-destructive logic and spirals into an atrocious cycle of unrelenting cruelties.
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