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Chapter One

Introduction:
Civil Society, the Public Sphere and Asabiya in the Study of

Lebanon

On Sunday morning, April 13, 1975, a Peugeot sedan sped
through the East Beirut suburb of Ain al-Rummaneh, toward the
Maronite church where Piere Gemayel was attending mass. As the
car approached the Christian Phalange leader and his entourage, the
occupants opened fire. A gun battle ensued, leaving four members
of Gemayel’s party dead.  An hour latter, Phalange militiamen —
convinced that the would-be assassins were PLO commandos — at-
tacked a bus filled  with Palestinians who were traveling between the
Sabra and Tel Zaatar refugee camps. For twenty minutes, the Chris-
tians laid down a barrage of small arms fire that left 27 dead and 19
wounded among the Palestinians.  As far as the Christian fighters
were concerned, retribution was complete (Mackey, 1989: 157).

The events of that distant morning, however, did not end in a
simple exchange of hit-and-run attacks between two warring camps.
Instead, they quickly escalated, propelling Lebanon into a bloody
fifteen-year civil war that nearly destroyed the nation and left scarred
a generation that was born to — and came of age in — war. The
Lebanese Civil War — or al-hawadeth (the events), as the conflict is
known in Lebanon — left an estimated 170,000 dead and 300,000
wounded. Almost one in five of the total population, about 800,000
Lebanese, were displaced (Andrews, 1995: 1).

Before the Civil War, Lebanon was extolled by many as the
“Switzerland” of the Middle East and Beirut, the region’s “Paris,” a
bridge between the Arab World and the West. However, the Civil
War quickly revealed the deep divisions, the ethnic and confessional
tensions, that have torn at Lebanon for centuries.  Today, Lebanon
exemplifies a condition quite antithetical to its former comparisons.
Now, journalists and academics often talk about the possible
“Lebanization” — that is, nearly complete destruction of state and
economic infrastructure — of this or that country plagued by ethnic
conflict that has escalated into open warfare (Haris, 1994). No longer
a symbol of cultural integration and cosmopolitan political and eth-
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nic tolerance, Lebanon has come to signify the antithesis of those
social virtues.

Much has been written about modern Lebanon and the Civil
War (see, most notably, Khalidi, 1979; Deeb, 1980; Khalaf, 1987;
Salibi, 1990; Collings, 1994; Phares, 1995; Abul-Husn, 1998).  Al-
most all of this literature offers an explanation of the conflict involv-
ing three core explanatory factors, with the important exception of
Abul-Husn.  First, these scholars argue that the 1943 National Pact,
an unwritten compromise between Sunni and Maronite leaders which
laid the foundation for Lebanon’s formal independence from French
colonial rule, allotted power along confessional lines, resulting in an
acutely vertical and unequally distributed political and economic sys-
tem that only served to promote inter-confessional conflict.  Second,
they posit that the expulsion of the Palestinians from Jordan in 1970
resulted in the introduction of an armed PLO presence in Lebanon
that gave rise to new sources of internal political and civil tension
and conflict.  Finally, in an argument similar to the social movement
theory of Sidney Tarrow (1994), these scholars contend that by 1975,
Lebanon’s democratic system had given rise to an open political cul-
ture in which debate spiraled out of control, especially on university
campuses and in a free press, as the “cycle of protest” escalated into
armed insurrection.  Again, as already noted, almost every signifi-
cant study on Lebanon’s civil war involves all three of these explana-
tions, though each emphasizes a different explanatory variable.

None of the English-language literature on the civil war in
particular, or Lebanon in general, emphasizes civil society and pub-
lic sphere theory in analyzing the historical and social forces which
informed the emergence of modern Lebanon, and gave rise to and
sustained the civil war, and have informed the constitution of the
Tai’f peace and Lebanon’s much-vaunted Second Republic with the
important exception of a recent article by Antoine Messara (1995).
This study attempts to fill this void in the literature while, at the same
time, making a contribution to the increasingly important and grow-
ing scholarship on civil society in the Middle East in particular (most
notably in English: Norton, 1996; Schwedler, 1995; al-Sayyid, 1995;
Mowlana, 1994) and democratic public sphere theory in general.

A single, broad research question drives this essay: can a
democratic public sphere be constituted in a multiconfessional state
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where asabiya is a principal source of the self and is constitutive, in
part, of such confessional sects, giving rise to multiple public spheres
within the polity?  In the context of modern Lebanon, this issue is
especially important, since the sectarian divisions many believe led
to civil war remain a source of social, cultural and political tensions.
Four more core questions emerge from this general inquiry.  First,
what discourses and narratives informed the historical constitution
and subsequent crisis of the Lebanese public sphere, a crisis that ul-
timately escalated into civil war? This question gives rise, in turn, to
a second, more nuanced and perhaps important query: given the con-
fessional and ethnic divisions of Lebanon informed in part by asabiya,
can we talk about a truly “Lebanese” identity? This question has pro-
found implications for any discussion of a national public sphere
and civil society in general, and about Lebanon in particular. An-
other question which evolves from the above is whether or not some
remnant of civil society and a democratic public sphere survived the
civil war and contributed to the (re)constitution of civil society in
Lebanon following Tai’f.  This prompts a final general question which
concerns recent events in Lebanon and that state’s future.  That is,
has the Ta’if Accord, and the relative peace it has ushered in, allowed
for a new, more tolerant and viable national identity and national
public sphere to come into being?

To be sure, other important questions will emerge and be
engaged in the course of this essay. How could a people destroy their
own nation? Will the Pax Syriana work? For that matter, is there
really peace in Lebanon? Will Israel keep its ground forces out of
South Lebanon? Does Lebanon have a future as a sovereign state
whose confessionally diverse polity is capable of restraint and mu-
tual recognition?  This study aspires to answer, at least in part, these
and many other questions about Lebanon and its future.

In defending the position Lebanon merits close examination
today, this essay will work against a powerful countercurrent in news
media coverage and even within academia. The war is over. The West-
ern media are no longer fascinated with the tiny Mediterranean na-
tion now that the carnage has come to an end.  However, anyone
knowledgeable of  Middle East affairs — especially the Arab-Israeli
peace process — knows that Lebanon’s future is now, perhaps more
than ever, a crucial issue central to the current round of Syrian-Israeli
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talks as the Jewish state attempts to bring to an end guerrilla and
terrorist attacks by radical Palestinians and militant Islamic groups
from camps within Lebanon (Hoff, 1996; Mualem, 1997).

Finally, mainstream social scientists’ general criticism of case
studies and the inability to make inferences back to a population
from them notwithstanding, this study offers important, new per-
spectives on civil society, civil war and post-war reconstruction that
should prove germane to the study of the former Yugoslavia and the
various former Soviet republics plagued by confessional and/or eth-
nic tensions and violence.  No case study examines a sufficient num-
ber of cases to allow us to make highly efficient inferences back to a
population.  A case study can allow us to posit new hypotheses, make
some inferences to a population (inefficient though they may be) and
build new theory.  Further, such insights can be valuable from sev-
eral methodological perspectives.  While this study is clearly a piece
of social theory, the findings presented below should prove useful to
rational choice and game theorists, as well as behavioralists.  In the
end, I hope to demonstrate a brand of methodological pluralism that
may privilege social theory, but does not preclude the usefulness of
the findings should they be incorporated into other types of studies.
Ultimately, this is what any good theoretical work should strive to
achieve.

The Idea of Civil Society

One of the most important research programs in contempo-
rary Middle East studies involves the application of the notion of
civil society to the emerging democracies and other forms of gov-
ernment in the Arab world. Four significant bodies of scholarship
have been produced in this area: the various publications of the Civil
Society in The Middle East Project at New York University (directed
by Augustus Richard Norton); the symposium on civil society at the
Center of Arab Unity Studies in Beirut (al-Sayyid, 1995, pp.133-
34); the Marxian approaches of  those scholars associated with the
Arab Research Center in Cairo; and the Civil Society Newsbulletin
published by the Ibn Khaldoun Center for Development Studies in
Cairo (al-Sayyid, 1995: 134).  Norton, et al. employ a minimal no-
tion of civil society: a democratic public sphere relatively free of
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state tutelage in which individuals conceive of themselves as citizens
of the state (with all the rights and obligations this entails) and en-
gage in free associative and civil interaction (Norton, 1993: 211-
212).  Researchers at the Ibn Khaldoun Center employ a rather
Lockean approach to civil society (al-Sayyid, 1995: 135).  Studies
produced at the Arab Research Center draw heavily upon Marx and
Gramsci (al-Sayyid, 1995: 135).

Significantly, the notion of civility is contested by Islamic
scholars who argue that the “term mujtama’ madani, the usual trans-
lation of ‘civil society,’ smacks in their view of its Western origins,
which stress membership in a particular community qualified as civil,
as distinct from any other community, particularly one based on reli-
gion. These intellectuals prefer, therefore, another term that could
reflect particular features of Arab culture. An alternative term of-
fered is al-mujtama’ al-ahli or the ‘unofficial society,’ while another
has favored mu’assasat al-’umma or the ‘nation’s institutions,’ guided
by maqasid islamiyya or ‘Islamic goals’”  (al-Sayyid, 1995: 134).
Liberal Arab Nationalists, meanwhile, “have called for maintaining
the concept of civil society while adapting it to reflect specific con-
ditions of Arab culture” (al-Sayyid, 1995: 134).  Despite these East-
West and secular-Islamic tensions, at the core of all major work in
the research program is the notion that emerging civil societies in the
Middle East constitute significant movement toward democracy in
the region.

Like the idea of civil society, any notion of democracy and a
democratic public sphere as they are applied to the Arab world also
bring with them Western influences.  It is impossible to escape West-
ern philosophical traditions in the study of democratization in the
Middle East (or elsewhere, for that matter). On the other hand, it
would be a cultural conceit to impose exclusively Western constructs
of civil society and democracy on the study of  Middle East or other
non-industrialized and/or non-Western nations and states without also
considering the influence of these diverse cultures on such Western
ideas. Indeed, as Edward Said so forcefully argues in Culture and
Imperialism (1993), such Western constructs are appropriated by the
people of the former colonies and transformed by the infusion of
indigenous ideas and structures. The imperialists’ political thought
and institutions were imposed upon those who were colonized and
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yet were also appropriated by the indigenous populations and inter-
preted within the context of local knowledge and social structures.
This study focuses on the relationship between civil society and pub-
lic sphere theory and Ibn Khaldoun’s notion of asabiya, or group
cohesion.

Building upon Said’s thesis and the important work of
Roberto Alejandro (1993), this study pursues a hermeneutic and dia-
logic conception of the public sphere, a phenomenology of the pub-
lic sphere.  In the process it rejects liberal conceptions of civil soci-
ety grounded in a principally conservative narrative informed by lib-
eral capitalist ideology and traditional Western notions of democ-
racy. These have little utility in examining/interpreting the political
cultures of societies where the hypothetical social contract rings less
than authentic. Further, through a critical assessment of the develop-
ment of the closely related ideas of civil society and a democratic
public sphere, this study will attempt to show that theorists must
move beyond any traditional notion of civil society when conceptu-
alizing the public sphere in comparative studies. Instead, the com-
parative theorist must pursue a cultural hermeneutic that makes room
for the recognition of: 1)  the incorporation of such ideas as civil
society or democracy by other polities and their appropriation and
transformation by those peoples;  and 2) the unique social structures,
political action and modes of rationality and discourse such as asabiya
that emerge from specific historical, cultural and spatial locations.

Specifically, this study will examine Ibn Khaldoun’s notion
of Asabiya and its impact on the constitution of civil society and the
public sphere in Lebanon, paying particular attention to the notions
of power and authority within the context of this indigenous concept
in particular and Lebanese (and Arab) culture in general.  Like
Alejandro, this essay proposes  “a hermeneutic construction of the
public sphere as a dimension of dialogue, not of an agonical longing
for immortality (Arendt); a space of understanding, interpretation
and application, not a space where distorted patterns of communica-
tion are uncovered and deciphered (Habermas); a realm where indi-
viduals can exercise distance, not a permanent face-to-face commu-
nity (Dewey); a domain where citizens can risk the search for con-
sensus without renouncing their deepest commitments, not a locus
where divided selves erase the commitments defining their private
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subjectivity” (Alejandro, 1993: 206). Extending Alejandro’s argu-
ment that the public sphere “should be conceived as a field of com-
peting traditions and competing languages” (1993: 206),  this study
contends that a hermeneutic and discursive conception of the public
sphere allows for culturally and historically informed interpretation,
critique and praxis when employed in comparative studies and in-
digenous political discourse.

Sources of Confessional Groups: Ibn Khaldoun and Asabiya

At the center of the argument made below is the notion that
there are multiple public spheres within a single national public sphere.
I will argue that this is particularly the case in the Arab world, and
that it is perhaps most pronounced in Lebanon due to the presence of
seventeen officially recognized sects.  Drawing upon the recent work
of Abul-Husn and the medieval Muqaddimah of Ibn Khaldoun, I
will posit that asabiya is an indigenous construct that has informed
the emergence of Lebanon’s sects at least since the introduction of
Christianity to the Levant.  Indeed, asabiya may be the most privi-
leged source of the self for individual subjects situated in the Arab
world for reasons discussed further in chapter four.

Asabiya has no specific English translation, although it
loosely means “group cohesion” (Abul-Husn, 1998: 9).  It is a pre-
Islamic discourse that Islam has denounced because it centers on a
group bond that would “commit its adherents to support one another
without question, without regard to the justice of the cause” (Abul-
Husn, 1998: 9).  Abul-Husn’s recent work on conflict resolution and
Lebanon brings to bear asabiya in an important and meaningful way,
but stops short of engaging two critical aspects of the construct: power
and authority.  Abul-Husn (1998), Issawi (1950), and Rosenthaul
(1958) all treat power and authority within the context of asabiya as
almost inseparable, a single form of coercion very similar to Gramsci’s
dominio, or rule (Williams, 1977: 108).  I will argue below that a
more nuanced understanding of these two related concepts of power
and authority is required if we are meaningfully to understand asabiya
and all that it implies in the constitution of the Lebanese self, sect
and civil society.
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Methodology

This study is primarily theoretical in nature.  My goal is to
contribute to the growing body of critical comparative literature on
civil society and public sphere theory.  Inasmuch as I pursue a critical
cultural heremeneutic in this essay and posit a hermeneutic concep-
tion of the public sphere, my approach is interpretative.  While in-
depth and elite interviews with subjects from each of Lebanon’s four
main sects, Maronite, Sunni, Shia, and Druze, were conducted, the
general methodology of the study is grounded in the notion of the
analogue text (Taylor, 1985: 15).  (The methodological approach
taken in the interviews is detailed in chapter six).  Consequently, a
hermeneutic exploration of the historical narratives that have informed
the constitution of modern Lebanon will be pursued.

This study offers a hermeneutic effort that strives to go be-
yond the liberal/behaviorist conception of  the subject cast adrift in a
probabilistic world and studied in aggregate.  Rather, discursivity
and a critical phenomenology ground the theory of the public sphere
offered below. This essay is concerned with the subject’s being
(Heidegger’s ontological mode), not the subject as a statistic or thing
(Heidegger’s ontic mode) (Macadam, 1977: 47).  It is not enough
merely to count the number of associative bodies that have emerged
in a given polity and calculate their membership and relative autonomy
in an attempt to demonstrate the existence of a public sphere. Such
empirical methods of operationalization and descriptive inference
treat the subject in aggregate and ignore the individual actor and his
or her position in historical time and a given place.  Further, they
ignore the ontology of the self, culture and the public sphere. “What
the ontology of mainstream social science lacks,” writes Charles Tay-
lor (1971: 32) “is the notion of meaning not simply for an individual
subject; [but] of a subject who can be a ‘we’ as well as an ‘I’.”  This
is the dialectic of consciousness that must rest at the core of  any
viable theory of the public sphere.

As Arendt, Dewey and other theorists of the self and public
space have argued, the subject constitutes meaning only when en-
gaging others.  “Action...,” Arendt (1958: 188) reasons “is never
possible in isolation; to be isolated is to be deprived of the capacity
to act.”  For Dewey, man/woman “becomes a social animal in the
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make up of his ideas....What he believes, hopes for and aims at is the
outcome of association and intercourse” (Dewey, 1927: 25). This
“sense of connection and combination,” he continues “is a ‘law’ of
everything known to exist. Singular things act, but they act together.
Nothing has been discovered which acts in entire isolation” (1927:
22).

Put simply, single social and political actors are simulta-
neously an individual and a member of society. As Adam Seligman
writes, “It is precisely this dialectic and tension between public and
private, as constitutive of civil society” that defines the public sphere
as “that arena where — in Hegelian terms — free, self determining
individuality sets forth its claims for satisfaction of its wants and
personal autonomy” (Seligman, 1992: 5). Like Dewey and Arendt,
most all who work with the concept of the public sphere and/or civil
society view men and women as “social animals,” driven to pursue
individual needs and desires while necessarily functioning in the webs
of a society and community - in short, a culture -  woven both by the
individual subject and others.

For Dewey, like Habermas and Arendt,  communication is
both constituted by and constitutive of culture, community and the
public sphere. But, as James Carey notes, a fundamental tension ex-
ists in Dewey’s conception of communication. “I think...,” writes
Carey (1989: 14), “ [he] understood better than most of us that com-
munication has two contrasting definitions in the history of Western
thought, and he used the conflict between these definitions as a source
of creative tension.” On the one hand, Dewey conceived of commu-
nication as a mode of  “transmission”, that is, communication as “a
process whereby messages are transmitted and distributed in space
for the control of distance and people” (Carey, 1989: 15).  On the
other hand, Dewey employs a ritual definition in which “ communi-
cation is directed not toward the extension of messages in space and
time; not the act of imparting information but the representation of
shared beliefs” (Carey, 1989: 18).

Carey argues that the ritual view of communication domi-
nates Dewey’s work, being present in notions such as “‘sharing,’ ‘par-
ticipation,’ ‘association,’ ‘fellowship,’ and ‘the possession of com-
mon faith.’ This [ritual] definition exploits the ancient identity and
common roots of the terms ‘commonness,’ ‘communion,’ ‘commu-
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nity,’ and ‘communication’” (Carey, 1989: 18).  He concludes by
asserting that Dewey places “the final emphasis” in his work on a
ritual conception of communication  (Carey, 1989: 22).  In the read-
ing of Dewey offered below, I will contend  that there is a pathos in
Dewey’s work which, at the very least, implies that both transmis-
sion and ritual are present in all communication. [Michel Foucault,
Roland Barthes and Clifford Geertz make a similar argument in their
respective theories of author function (Geertz, 1988:7-10).] Further,
I will argue ritualized communication is always politicized, some-
thing Habermas attempts to overcome in his rather Kantian and for-
malistic notion of the Ideal Speech Situation, an epistemological ef-
fort, I will argue below, that is problematic in his theory of the public
sphere.

Thus,  Dewey’s “social animal,” humanity, engages in ac-
tion and communication in the constitution of the social and public
realms (two realms which Dewey pointedly distinguishes). Cultural
theorist Raymond Williams makes a similar argument, though he
grounds his theory of culture not only on the dialogic quality of man’s
being-in-the-world, but also on a Marxist thesis of materialism. For
Williams, culture is “a constitutive social process, creating specific
and different ‘ways of life’” (Williams, 1977: 19).  However, this
process does not exist only in the realm of “mere ideas”  (superstruc-
ture)  (Williams, 1977: 18).  Instead, Williams takes Marx’s theory
of base and superstructure and, drawing heavily upon Gramsci, re-
casts the formerly static model in a more dynamic fashion. Thus, for
Williams, economic base generates superstructure, which in turn af-
fects base  (1977: 75-82). Thus, “‘man [is always] making himself
[anew]’ through producing his own means of life” (1977: 19).

This gives rise in Williams’ theory to three distinct types of
cultural elements or structures: dominant, emergent and residual
(1977: 121-127). “The residual,” writes Williams has been effec-
tively formed in the past, but it is still active in the cultural process,”
though it may often have an “oppositional relationship to the domi-
nant culture” (1977: 122). The British monarchy of today might be
an example. Emergent structures are new meanings, values and prac-
tices introduced into dominant culture, but not yet fully incorporated
into or rejected by it (1977: 123). Emergent elements are opposi-
tional or alternative to the dominant elements of culture  (1977: 124).
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They are, in short, either counter-hegemonic (in complete opposi-
tion to dominant culture) or alternative hegemonic discourses (adap-
tations potentially subsumed by dominant culture).  Dominant ele-
ments of culture are the prevailing institutions and practices of the
day and are the product of cultural hegemony.

 Williams borrows Gramsci’s cultural hegemony thesis and
argues that hegemony and rule cannot be escaped in any culture
(Williams, 1977: 115-120).   “‘Rule’ is expressed directly in politi-
cal forms and in times of crisis by direct or effective coercion,” writes
Williams (1977: 108). “But the more normal situation is a complex
interlocking of political, social, and cultural forces, and ‘hegemony’,
according to different interpretations, is either this or the active so-
cial forces which are its necessary elements.” This thesis is an impor-
tant one for it gives rise to notions of power, authority and the politi-
cal and their roles in the constitution of the self and the structures of
society and culture. Put simply, culture and communication cannot
be depoliticized in Williams’ theory. Instead, the political is always
present, either overtly or as pathos in all human endeavor. And so,
man/woman is not only discursive and social, but political. Simi-
larly, culture is both constitutive of and constituted by the political.

Another concept offered by Williams, and germane to this
study, is his notion of the “structures of feeling.” “Williams argues
that the process he calls structures of feeling (a deliberate paradox)
both shape and reflect the quality of social relations. Structures of
feeling differ from such concepts as ‘world-view’ and ‘ideology’
because they are just emerging, still implicit, and not yet fully articu-
late. Instead they so tightly interweave feeling and thought as to make
them indistinguishable” (Rosaldo, 1993: 106). As Williams writes:
“We are talking about characteristic elements of impulse, restraint,
and tone; specifically affective elements of consciousness and rela-
tionships: not feeling against thought, but thought as felt and feeling
as thought: practical consciousness of a present kind, in a living and
inter-relating community” (Williams, 1977: 132). Gramsci’s notion
of the various “common senses,” I think, is related to Williams’ no-
tion of the structures of feeling. In short, Gramsci argues that we
employ “common sense” (as opposed to critical) approaches to prob-
lems because they make “sense” within the hegemony that informs
and bounds the culture within which we live. “Common sense,” writes
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Gramsci from his prison cell, “is a collective noun, like religion:
there is not just one common sense, for that too is a product of his-
tory and a part of the historical process. Philosophy is criticism and
the superseding of religion and ‘common sense’. In this sense it co-
incides with ‘good’ as opposed to ‘common’ sense” (Gramsci, 1974:
325-326).

The implications of this for any theory of the public sphere
are far reaching. That is to say, if Williams is right, affect must al-
ways be present in meaning and thus interpretation. Drawing upon
the work of French anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu, Renato Rosaldo
writes: “Objectivism describes completed human events, which there-
fore can be depicted as totalities, complete with synoptic diagrams
and governing rules. What already did happen (and no longer cannot
happen) becomes conflated with what necessarily had to happen. Op-
erating in a timeless realm, objectivist social analysis binds itself  to
the ways cultural practices are fundamentally defined by their tempo”
(Rosaldo, 1993: 107). But human interaction is never completed.
Indeed, most people move about the world acting on structured feel-
ings and “common sense.”  Reason is often employed in daily life,
but elaborate abstractions like those offered in the social sciences are
not. Human beings “orient to their lives as if from midstream be-
cause precisely what will happen next, and when it will happen, can-
not be predicted. The future, by its very nature, is uncertain” (Rosaldo,
1993: 107).  This is the time men and women occupy, an historical
time that gives rise to the public sphere and also must account for the
future.

More to the point, the subjects of study in the social sciences
rarely employ the purely analytic reason with which we attempt to
explain their action, and which Habermas calls for in his theory of
communicative action. Instead structured feelings and common sense
guide their daily lives. And at the core of these lies an interwoven
and inseparable cognitive and affective dimension. Having said this,
we must also acknowledge that similar structures are at play when
the researcher engages in his or her pursuit of meaning. They cannot
be escaped, nor should they be. Instead, they should be brought to
the surface and exposed so that our analysis is truthful and complete.
This is the hermeneutic effort that must be present in the normative
construction of any theory of the public sphere.
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Traditional conceptions of civil society theory  are informed
by a capitalist ideology which does not make room for this kind of
critical discourse. Nor does Habermas pursue this sort of hermeneu-
tic in his conception of the public sphere. As a result, his theoretical
offering becomes almost formalist, concerned more with the ideal
than the actually existing public spaces of the various world polities.
As we shall see below, both Arendt and Habermas idealize action
and speech respectively and thus render their conceptions of the pub-
lic sphere almost devoid of historical authenticity. Dewey, on the
other hand, comes closer to achieving this end, despite his idealized
conception of the face-to-face community.

In any  event, regardless of the analyst, all agree that the
public sphere emerges from the general culture and, in turn, consti-
tutes that culture. Following Clifford Geertz, this study adopts a “con-
cept of culture [that]...is essentially a semiotic one. Believing, with
Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance
he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis
of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of a law,
but an interpretative one in search of meaning. It is explication I am
after” (Geertz, 1973: 5).  But, the social scientist, like the individual,
“as a positioned subject, grasps certain human phenomena better than
others. He or she occupies a position or structural location and ob-
serves with a particular angle of vision” (Rosaldo, 1993: 19) . And,
as Rosaldo notes, this notion of position refers not only to the place
from which observation is conducted , but “how life experiences
both enable and inhibit particular kinds of insight” (Rosaldo, 1993:
19).  Precisely because social scientists are situated in historical time
and specific spaces, their “interpretations are provisional; they are
made by positioned subjects prepared to know certain things and not
others” (Rosaldo, 1993: 8). This dialectic lies at the heart of interpre-
tation. The boundary of interpretation (what we may not be prepared
to know) also constitutes what we are prepared to understand. Thus,
the core of the hermeneutic effort, interpretation,  is the interpreta-
tion of the situated analyst observing situated subjects.

These issues are central to comparative studies because they
reveal one of the great dangers of the field: the introduction of  ideas
to an analysis of  other people and their cultures which are not cultur-
ally authentic. I raise this point now, as we prepare to examine the
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work of several Western thinkers, in order to point out that while
much of what I am about to discuss may or may not have overt his-
torical grounding in the Middle East, distilled variants of these ideas
have made their way into the culture and politics of the region (see
Mowlana, 1994).

Plan and Scope of Study

In probing these issues, this essay will attempt to offer new
insights in civil society and public sphere theory in general.  As Rob-
ert Cox (1996) has noted:  “Ontology, lies at the beginning of any
inquiry. We cannot define a problem ... without presupposing a cer-
tain basic structure consisting of the significant kinds of entities in-
volved and the form of significant relationships among them....From
such ontological beginnings, complex theories have been built and
specific cases... can be examined” (144).  The ‘ontology’, as it were,
of this study is grounded in the related notions of asabiya, civil soci-
ety and a democratic public sphere.

Theory not only “follows reality....[it] also precedes and
shapes” it (Cox, 1996: 145). “That is to say,” Cox continues, “there
is a real historical world in which things happen; and theory is made
through reflection upon what has happened. The separation of theory
from historical happenings is, however, only a way of thinking, be-
cause theory feeds back into the making of history...” (145). The
history which informs, in part, the theoretical questions which will
be engaged is that of Lebanon. Thus, following this introduction to
the ideas of civil society and asabiya, the literature review offered in
chapters two and three examines the related concepts of civil society
and a democratic public sphere.  This survey will then open into
chapter four, which concerns asabiya and the historical narratives
and discourses that have informed the constitution of modern Leba-
non.  Special attention will be paid to the discourses between the
numerous confessional groups of the region and the ways in which
these “public spheres” interacted and gave rise to the Lebanese na-
tion and state.  Indeed, it will be argued below that the Lebanese
public sphere(s) is constituted, by and large, by the social practices
pursued within and between the public spheres of each major con-
fessional group.  Chapter five centers on an interpretation of  the
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various discourses that have informed  the emergence of modern
Lebanon within the context of civil society theory and theories of
myth.  Issues of myth are important in the study of Lebanon (and
other polities) because many of the discourses informing the consti-
tution of the country’s confessional groups are, in fact, grounded in a
unique blend of history and popular mythology. Chapter six focuses
on a hermeneutic exploration of the in-depth and elite interviews
conducted during the course of my research.  Again, this interpretive
effort will be pursued within the context of civil society and public
sphere theory.  Chapter seven probes issues of difference and the
notion that Lebanon is a ‘fault-line’ state within the context of Samuel
Huntington’s clash of civilizations thesis.  Chapter eight, closes the
essay with a summary discussion of the various interpretations of-
fered in the study.


